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Identifying Assets Associated with Quality Extension
Programming at the Local Level
Amy Harder
University of Florida
Priscilla Zelaya
Projects for Haiti
County Extension offices are responsible for the majority of programming
delivered in the United States. The purpose of this study was to identify and
explore assets influencing the quality of county Extension programs. A basic
qualitative research design was followed to conduct constant comparative
analysis of five Extension county program review reports. Using the appreciative
inquiry process as the lens through which to view the county program review
reports revealed multiple assets leading to quality programming. Assets of the
reviewed county Extension programs were found to cluster within the following
themes: competent and enthusiastic Extension faculty, community partnerships,
engaged and supportive stakeholders, effective resource management, sufficient
and stable workforce, meeting stakeholder needs, positive reputation, access to
facilities, positive relationships between county and state faculty, and innovative
practices. The use of both needs-based and assets-based paradigms will provide
Extension organizations with a more holistic understanding of its assets and a
research-based foundation from which to make decisions about strengthening the
organization at all levels.
Keywords: appreciative inquiry, assets, capacity development
Introduction
A SWOT analysis is a popular approach for assessing the needs of an organization (Hill &
Westbrook, 1997). In a SWOT analysis, one or more external parties examine the organization
in order to determine its strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (McLean, 2006). A
problem that sometimes occurs when using the SWOT approach is an organization will not focus
on all of the SWOT aspects equally (Menon, Bharadwaj, Adidam, & Edison, 1999), resulting in
plans that do not reflect a holistic reality. For example, an organization may devote its efforts to
addressing weaknesses and threats as opposed to strengths and opportunities.
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Such has been the case with the SWOT analyses conducted for the past seven years in Florida.
Reviews of Extension programs at the county level occur annually. The county program reviews
are used “to assess program quality, facilitate program improvement, foster cooperation among
Extension's various units, and assist in achieving the best use of institutional resources” (Jacob,
Israel, & Summerhill, 1998, para. 1). Among the outputs resulting from the reviews are reports
generated by the review teams that follow an adaptation of the SWOT model; these reports
identify the strengths, challenges, opportunities, and threats facing the entire county unit as well
as individual program areas.
Annual surveys of county faculty who have participated in the reviews and formal reports
submitted by County Extension Directors provide evidence that supports the effectiveness of the
process in driving positive change (Harder & Strong, 2010). However, the trend has been for
county faculty to focus on challenge areas and missed opportunities. Rarely, if ever, has a
county response addressed plans to capitalize on their strengths as a means of enhancing
programming capacity. Research published from the reviews (e.g., Harder, Lamm, & Strong,
2009; Harder, Moore, Mazurkewicz, & Benge, 2013) has similarly focused on needs instead of
strengths. A missed opportunity exists to drive organizational change by building on assets
instead of only trying to overcome weaknesses.
Theoretical and Conceptual Framework
In 1987, Cooperrider and Srivastva began to explore the need for appreciative inquiry.
Appreciative inquiry posits that all organizations are never in a state of atrophy, meaning that all
organizations at a given moment are functioning in some capacity. The process of appreciative
inquiry requires the researcher to identify the functioning aspects of organizations in order to
capitalize on those strengths and increase overall organizational health (Cooperrider & Srivastva,
1987). It is within this framework that the study draws inspiration.
Cooperrider and Srivastva (1987) found research of the time displayed an inherent disconnect
between theory and practice. In their view, the problem-oriented research of the day had cast a
dark cloud over the potential imagination-building possibilities of research. Cooperrider and
Srivasta claimed organizations would thrive and cohesion between theory and practice would
emerge if research would address positive aspects of organizations as the researcher played an
active role in re-imagining possibilities for the organization. In order to accomplish this
cohesion, the researcher must be actively involved in discourse, which will increase the
production of an organization. Engagement of the researcher would entail researchers engaging
in active theorizing with the organization in question. Positive attributes of organizational
functions would emerge, and the researcher would then move towards persuasive theories that
would help bring about continued organizational transformation (Cooperrider, Barrett, &
Srivastva, 1995).
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Inclusive processes that bring together researchers and organizations in active theorizing
highlight the unique methods of appreciative inquiry. By analyzing the positive aspects within
an organization, researchers can inherently provoke continued imagination and capacity-building
within organizations (Cooperrider et al., 1995). Cooperrider, Whitney, and Stavros (2003)
described the appreciative inquiry model as having four phases. The phases are discovery,
dream, design, and destiny. The phases create a cycle in which all members are engaged. The
discovery phase is focused on engaging all stakeholders in identifying strengths within a specific
system. The dream phase emphasizes problem-solving and capitalizing on strengths for future
successes. The design phase is centered on creating vision for what the organization can
become. The destiny phase involves strengthening the organization to meet its goals. In a study
conducted by Kung, Giles, and Hagan (2013), the process of using appreciative inquiry as a
course evaluation tool unveiled characteristics which were hidden in previous evaluation
methods. In addition, the four phases of appreciative inquiry allowed the researchers and
participants to formulate concrete steps to improve the program in the future.
In a study by Messerschmidt (2008), two programs in Nepal were evaluated using appreciative
inquiry. Messerschmidt (2008) identified the promotion of positive thought and action-oriented
processes as strengths to using appreciative inquiry to evaluate programs. In another study by
Peelle (2006), appreciative inquiry was found to increase post-task group strength, meaning upon
the completion of the appreciative inquiry process, groups were better able to implement change
within organizations.
Conceptually, it is important to frame the idea of a program in order to determine which assets
might contribute to quality Extension programming. Boyle (1981) defined a program as “the
product resulting from all the programming activities in which the professional educator and
learner are involved . . . it would include need analysis, planning, instruction, promotion,
evaluation, and reporting” (p. 5). More recently, Boone, Safrit, and Jones (2002) expanded upon
Boyle’s definition by including the development of “a thorough understanding and commitment
to the adult education organization’s context” (p. 2) as an essential element of programming.
Both definitions focus primarily on the processes of programming. It can be reasonably assumed
quality Extension programming is the result of the successful application of these processes.
Individuals play several significant roles in establishing and maintaining the successful
application of the processes of programming. Extension agents provide leadership for program
planning, delivery, and evaluation in their counties and so have been described as “the heart and
soul of Cooperative Extension” (Seevers & Graham, 2012, p. 50). Agents, also known in some
states as county faculty, work with office support staff who also have “a vital function” (Seevers
& Graham, 2012, p. 51) in supporting Extension programs. The quality of programs is also
affected by stakeholder support and participation. Programs with greater amounts of stakeholder
support experience higher success rates. Involved stakeholders help to promote programs
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throughout the community and provide constructive feedback to improve program quality
(Beierle & Konisky, 2001; Boyle, 1981; Brandon, 1998). It is then evident Extension agents can
affect program quality, which is likely to impact stakeholder participation and support.
Purpose
The purpose of this study was to explore and identify factors influencing the quality of county
Extension programs. Specifically, the objective of the study was to describe the assets of county
Extension programs.
Methods
A basic qualitative research design (Merriam, 1998) was used for this study, a commonly used
design for exploratory research. The final reports from county program reviews conducted from
2012 to 2014 (N = 15) were used as the primary sources of data. Each report was developed by a
four-person review team, consisting of one county agent, one District Extension Director, one
Extension program leader, and one state Extension specialist, all of whom were employed by
UF/IFAS Extension and received training for conducting the reviews prior to their county visits.
Each review lasted two or three days, depending upon the size of the county, during which time
the review teams interviewed county staff, agents, stakeholders, and county government
officials. These interviews provided the foundation for the review team to report what they
observed to be strengths, challenges, opportunities, and threats associated with the programming
offered by a county Extension office.
One county within each of the five Extension districts was selected by the District Extension
Director to participate in the county program reviews. The counties selected in 2012 to 2014
employed from 5 to 14 faculty and staff members. The smallest county had a population of
14,050, while the largest county housed a population of 679,513 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014).
The ethnic/racial composite of the counties also varied. While all but one of the counties were
predominantly white, considerable variance was observed for the percentages of people reporting
Hispanic ethnicity (5-50%) and people reporting black or African American race (3-55%) (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2014). Per capita income ranged from $13,590 to $36,836. Extension programs
offered to the residents of the reviewed counties commonly included 4-H, agriculture,
horticulture, and family and consumer sciences, but there were also sea grant programs and
community resource development programs in some counties.
The reports generated as a result of the reviews were examined for accuracy by each county’s
Extension director; this served as a form of member checking to increase trustworthiness prior to
data analysis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), “the most crucial
technique for establishing credibility” (p. 314) is member checking. The trustworthiness of the
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data was also enhanced through the use of multiple investigators on each review team, resulting
in the triangulation of data included in the reports (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Similarly, the review
team obtained information from a variety of interviewed sources during the review.
Merriam (1998) recommended reporting researcher bias when discussing trustworthiness. The
lead researcher has experience as an Extension agent and currently provides leadership for
UF/IFAS Extension’s professional development system. Consequently, this researcher tends to
have a pro-agent bias. The supporting researcher has experience within the formal education
system and international development but has never held a professional position in U.S.
Extension; there exists a bias towards the value of education to build capacity. However, the
supporting researcher’s relative newness to working with UF/IFAS Extension helped balance
any preconceived biases the lead researcher may have had.
As a qualitative study, this research is not intended to be generalized beyond the 15 counties that
were reviewed; there are 67 counties in the state, and this study was not intended to be
representative of them all. However, thick description (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) was used when
describing the counties and county offices reviewed to aid the reader in determining
transferability to other Extension settings. Similarly, the extensive use of quotes in the findings
adds to the thick description of the context.
The data were categorically divided by the authors using constant comparative analysis
(Merriam, 1998). Within this qualitative analytical process, data are compared in order to draw
out recurring themes, subthemes, and illustrative quotes. The process requires careful
comparison between one section of data with another in order to draw out similarities.
Consistent with the theoretical framework guiding the study (Cooperrider et al., 2003), the
themes of interest within the analysis were those which captured the strengths of county
programs in order to be consistent with the intent of the discovery phase of appreciative inquiry.
An internal debriefing was conducted following the initial analysis to discuss the findings and
develop the final interpretation of the data (Anzul, Ely, Freidman, Garner, & McCormackSteinmetz, 2003; Messerschmidt, 2008; Peelle, 2006).
Each of the county reports was examined in order to identify evidence of assets contributing to
quality Extension programming. The assets were then compiled and examined for similarities
between different counties. These similarities were combined to create common themes of assets
across all 15 counties.
Findings
The following assets were identified from the 15 county program review reports. Coding was
used when including direct quotes from the reports. It is helpful to note multiple terms are used
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interchangeably within UF/IFAS Extension to describe Extension agents, including Extension
faculty and county faculty.
Competent and Enthusiastic Extension Faculty
The central asset identified across all 15 counties was the competence and enthusiasm of
Extension faculty. While other assets were present, the competence and enthusiasm of Extension
faculty impacted a variety of areas throughout the counties which will be outlined in the
following sections. Report 1 stated, “County faculty members are competent and enthusiastic
about their work. The entire staff works well together, delivering multi-disciplinary programs in
the community” (R1). The enthusiasm of faculty members was pivotal in the delivery of
programs. Report 4 stated, “Faculty are well-trained and active in community outreach.”
Faculty worked together for shared goals, which in turn, enhanced program areas. Report 8
noted, “There is very little turn-over in this Extension office. Faculty and staff are experienced
and work well as a cohesive team. It is evident that there is a positive social climate in this
office.” Cohesion among the faculty led to using a “team approach” (R9) to enrich program
areas. The competence and enthusiasm of faculty members served to influence stakeholder
attitudes as well: “They are highly competent and hardworking, and stakeholders noticed and
appreciated this” (R5). The competence of county faculty also allowed “for a well-rounded
perspective and a combination of established and fresh ideas” (R10). These ideas spread
throughout various program areas and impacted their respective communities.
Community Partnerships
All counties in this study had evidence of positive partnerships with individuals and
organizations within the community. Report 4 stated, “The connection to local public school
foodservice personnel has been very important.” The “strong partnerships” (R7) led to counties
extending their services to reach underserved populations within their communities (R7, R11,
R15). In Report 5, the forged partnerships created greater opportunities for program enlargement
“for a wide variety of services.” Programs with strong community partnerships were also using
“interdisciplinary programs” (R13) to impact their counties. Working relationships with
government agencies increased program effectiveness for different counties. In Report 2, a
partnership with local area government allowed Extension to put “youth in front of decision
makers” allowing the youth “a good learning experience.” County faculty also sought out
partnerships to help “provide science-based information to their constituents” (R9). These
partnerships led to “multi-faceted” (R10) programs, which aligned with statewide goals.
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Engaged and Supportive Stakeholders
The counties reviewed in this study experienced high instances of stakeholder participation and
engagement. These stakeholders not only participated in programs, they were also strong pillars
of support within their communities. Report 1 stated the county government “is very supportive
and Extension has engaged stakeholders.” Various reports noted support from county
government officials and departments, which led to greater recognition within their communities
(R1, R7, R9, R10, R11, R12, R14, R15). In one county, this support led to the county
government displaying concern for the agricultural community by “loosening rules and
regulations that are cumbersome or unnecessary” (R7). One county government chose to express
its support by paying “100% of the salaries of 4-H agents and program assistants” (R10).
The programs within county Extension offices also experienced high volumes of stakeholder
support. The high volume of stakeholder participation positively impacted programs in these
counties. Active and “diverse” (R9) advisory boards also helped in “identifying important
issues” (R2) and “provided faculty with additional resources to develop and deliver program
information” (R2). In Report 3, “enthusiastic stakeholder support was evident.” This allowed the
county’s programming to have stable support (R3). The programs led by Extension were seen by
stakeholders in a positive light. Stakeholders were said to “recognize the benefit and appreciate
the relationship they had with [county] faculty and staff” (R8). Stakeholders were adamant in
their support for county offices, stating, “Extension is the entity people come to in the county”
(R9), and “Extension makes things happen” (R9).
Volunteers also helped to support faculty by “serving as receptionists until staff can be hired”
(R7) also “making it possible for a very small professional staff to extend programs and
resources to a wide range of program participants” (R13). Strong support from stakeholders
helped to spread program awareness as “advisory members were willing to push FCS Tweets and
Facebook postings to their networks if encouraged” (R2). Their support acted as a mouthpiece
while “providing support of Extension to county government” (R11).
Effective Fiscal Management
Although evidence of budgetary restrictions was present, the counties within this study were able
to allocate appropriate resources to increase program effectiveness. Grants allowed for
expansion of programs in two counties (R1, R2). “Securing sponsorship support for Extension
programs” (R3) also helped to enhance programs. Report 4 indicated the county made “attempts
to increase external funding for programming.” These attempts served to increase program
effectiveness. The use of “private funding” (R10) helped to “support program areas” (R10).
“Appropriate utilization of resources” (R2) in one county allowed them to use resources from
“substandard programs” (R2) and apply them to improving program qualities in other areas.
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County offices used funding to support key positions within the faculty that promoted “visibility,
importance and impact of Extension” (R6). County offices also used their funding to creatively
support community needs, as was the case in Report 9 where the county incorporated the use of
“4-H vehicles,” eliminating the “common deterrent that limits participation of youth who may
most need what 4-H has to offer.” Effective fiscal management also led to the creation of
“exceptionally high-quality program support materials” (R7). Programs in other counties were
“self-sustaining” (R9) through various “cost recovery” (R12) methods helping them to continue
programs in the future.
Sufficient and Stable Workforce
Among the strengths outlined for the counties, a sufficient and stable workforce served to
enhance program delivery and function. “Added positions” (R4), “multiple agents” (R2), and
“very little turnover” (R8) were listed among Extension program strengths. Limited turnover
also allowed for a “positive environment” (R8) among the staff. In addition to the increase in
program delivery staff, “positions that added “much needed secretarial and managerial help to
the office” (R5) eased the workload of office management. While adding staff positions was
beneficial, in one county the stability of the faculty with the 4-H program helped to “sustain the
program in the community” (R3).
Meeting Stakeholder Needs
Another strength among the counties was the evidence of strategic programmatic planning that
met stakeholder needs within their respective communities. In three counties, programming that
met “an educational need” (R2) received positive feedback from both government and public
areas of the community (R2, R4, R5). Faculty who were working with their advisory boards to
plan future programs responded “with relevant programming” (R4). Relevant programming
included “need-based education” (R6) for stakeholders and educating “the public and decision
makers” (R8). These programs helped to bring more awareness to the agricultural industry
within their communities.
Elements of program delivery also resonated among stakeholders. In Report 3, “hands-on
classes and videos” helped to facilitate learning in a “way that clients find helpful.” Faculty
infused their programming with accurate and in-depth information to help educate their clientele
(R10, R13, R14). Faculty responded to the needs of stakeholders by providing relevant
programming such a bed-bug program (R10) or by changing delivery methods used to engage
clients (R11, R12). In addition, one county cited their Spanish-speaking agents as an asset due to
their ability to reach diverse populations in their programming (R15).
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Innovative Practices
Innovative practices within the counties resulted in positive reactions from stakeholders and
could have “potential impact” (R2) for future programming. Extension faculty in two counties
(R2, R3) initiated new programs that increased stakeholder and multi-county participation.
Other counties implemented similar approaches and experienced positive returns. In Report 5,
“the multi-county framework (agriculture and commercial horticulture) is used,” and the
reviewers found it to “work effectively.”
While program initiatives were among the strengths found within innovative practices, unique
marketing practices were among innovations that created positive outcomes. Three counties
with Extension faculty using new marketing methods showed increased program participation
(R3, R4, R5). The practices employed by some counties included newsletters, social media
accounts, web pages, weekly newspaper columns, television airtime, and easy-to-read
information guides (R6, R7, R8, R9, R10, R11). Evidence of county promotion of programs
within the community allowed programs to become “more visible” (R2) to stakeholders. It also
helped to increase attendance and recognition within these communities. Counties were able to
use these various platforms to communicate successes throughout their areas and bring more
attention from newer audiences and valued governmental officials (R6, R7).
Positive Reputation in the Community
Many counties displayed high instances of positive perceptions of faculty and program areas in
their communities. One county report stated, “the overall Extension program had a reputation in
Florida (and even nationally) for delivering cutting-edge Extension programming” (R6). Various
faculty members also had positive reputations within their communities which led to strong
support systems within Extension programming (R6, R9, R13). Respective program areas within
these counties also had been recognized for their “quality and success” (R10). Uniquely, one
county office had been known in its community for being a catalyst for change regarding
“climate change issues” (R11) as it “facilitated community efforts” (R11). These counties
garnered “deep support and respect among both stakeholders and officials” (R13).
Access to Facilities
Although facilities can sometimes become a hindrance to county programming, some county
reports described faculty using the facilities available to their advantage. Faculty in one report
used “farmers’ markets for disseminating information available from Extension” (R7). Faculty
in another county were able to use satellite offices within the county as well as county facilities
in order to reach “a geographically and culturally diverse audience” (R10). Access to satellite
offices in another county helped to provide “coverage to the unique, linear geography” (R11) of
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the county. Some counties had access to large facilities which helped to enrich programming
with demonstration gardens and community garden plots (R6, R12, R15). These facilities were
helpful in reaching more audiences and allowed for creative programming.
Positive Relationships Between Agents and Specialists
Relationships between agents and specialists were strengths within some counties. These
relationships brought about powerful advances within programming in various counties (R8, R9,
R12). In one county, evidence was cited of “a firm relationship between county faculty and
specialists and that these relationships are extended to the clientele through research
demonstrations and information sharing” (R8). Another county experienced an increase in trust,
“relevance and credibility” (R9) by including specialists within program planning. It was noted
in the review that as more faculty sought the help of specialists, they permitted “time for strong
evaluations and follow through” (R12) since they were no longer “reinventing the wheel” (R12).
The programs in which a strong partnership between faculty and specialists existed led to higher
acceptance within counties and stronger support in their communities (R12).
Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations
Using the appreciative inquiry process (Cooperrider & Srivasta, 1987) as the lens through which
to view the county program review reports revealed multiple assets leading to quality
programming and a resulting positive reputation for Extension within the community. Mapping
the themes identified in the data analysis shows the importance of the quantity and quality of
Extension professionals within the reviewed counties (see Figure 1). The reports noted positive
impacts on programming were related to having a sufficient number of Extension professionals
available to conduct the work of the county office. This included not only Extension faculty but
also support staff whose contributions allow faculty the time to focus more on programming and
less on other tasks. The critical value of both professional groups noted in this study matches the
importance described by Seevers and Graham (2012).
As noted by Ensle (2005), job burnout is often related to the heavy workload of Extension
faculty. Having offices staffed with a sufficient number of people increases the likelihood of
having enthusiastic Extension faculty. People who enjoy their jobs are more likely to stay longer
(Martin & Kaufman, 2013) and increased tenure is often associated with increased competence
(Ng & Feldman, 2010; Quinones, Ford, & Teachout, 1995). A stable and competent Extension
workforce contributes to positive relationships with state Extension specialists, advisory
councils, other stakeholders, and community partners as noted in the findings. Conversely,
Bradley, Driscoll, and Bardon (2012) noted the lack of a stable Extension workforce is
commonly associated with a loss of community relationships. The support of community
partners and stakeholders, through reported actions such as spreading awareness of UF/IFAS
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Extension through social media, positively contributes to quality Extension programming and the
development of positive reputations. This conclusion is consistent with prior work by Beierle
and Konisky (2001), Boyle (1981), and Brandon (1998).
Figure 1. Conceptualized Map of Assets Leading to Quality Extension Programming in
Fifteen Floridian Counties

Effective resource management is another factor impacting quality Extension programming. The
reports noted that Extension faculty proactively sought strategies to secure adequate resources to
support programming despite the presence of budgetary restrictions. As depicted in Figure 1,
some Extension faculty sought external support from community partnerships. Other faculty
reallocated resources to the highest performing programs, a decision consistent with the
philosophy of appreciative inquiry. Additionally, faculty were observed to effectively use
available Extension facilities to serve clientele, but faculty also took advantage of other kinds of
facilities (e.g. farmers’ markets) to achieve their programming goals. Flexibility and creativity in
resource management were found to be important assets contributing to quality programming.
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The final asset contributing to quality Extension programming noted in the reports was the use of
innovative practices by Extension faculty. Innovative practices included alternative structures
for organizing programs, such as multi-county frameworks, offering new programs, and
innovative marketing methods to increase program participation. Again, innovation can be
linked to the presence of competent and enthusiastic Extension faculty, further emphasizing the
importance of their role in quality Extension programming.
The use of appreciative inquiry to frame the information gathered during county program
reviews enabled the researchers to conceptualize how assets strengthen the capacity of the
organization to conduct quality Extension programming in the counties studied (Cooperrider et
al., 1995). Doing so provides a useful schematic that can be used to develop an assets-based
strategy for further strengthening the counties’ capacities to provide quality Extension
programming. Based on the results of this study, organizational resources in the reviewed
counties should be directed on a priority basis to (a) ensuring there is a sufficient and stable
workforce, (b) enhancing the competence of that workforce through professional development,
and (c) supporting and expanding program budgets. It may be beneficial to continue through the
remaining three phases of appreciative inquiry to create the most positive and significant impact
on the organization.
The recommendation to support program budgets as the lowest of the three priorities is made
cautiously on the basis of evidence that suggests competent Extension faculty find funds and
additional resources to support their programming, particularly through community partnerships.
However, there is likely a point of diminishing returns where too much time spent seeking
external resources leads to lower quality Extension programs as a faculty member has less time
to spend on other programming responsibilities. Further, Ensle (2005) noted “most agents have
little training in grants writing or contract negotiation” (“Defining burnout,” para. 5). UF/IFAS
Extension does provide periodic trainings for its county faculty in these areas, but it is unclear if
faculty successfully sought external funding because they were trained to do so, out of necessity,
or simply on their own initiative. Moving forward, the county program review teams should
seek to answer this question.
Future research should include the use of appreciative inquiry to examine the assets of UF/IFAS
Extension, although additional studies are needed to determine if the assets-based approach is
superior to the needs-based approach for producing measurable changes in organizational
capacity. Qualitative research conducted in other counties may provide additional insight into
the assets that contribute to quality Extension programming. A more comprehensive
understanding of assets could provide a useful foundation for conducting larger quantitative
surveys of assets within county Extension offices. It would also be valuable to investigate how
assets at the state level relate to the delivery of quality Extension programming at the county
level. The use of both paradigms will provide UF/IFAS Extension with a more holistic
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understanding of its assets and a research-based foundation from which to make decisions about
strengthening the organization at all levels.
References
Anzul, M., Ely, M., Freidman, T., Garner, D., & McCormack-Steinmetz, A. (2003). Doing
qualitative research: Circles within circles. London, England: Routledge.
Beierle, T. C., & Konisky, D. M. (2001). What are we gaining from stakeholder involvement?
Observations from environmental planning in the Great Lakes. Environment and
planning C: Government and policy, 19(4), 515–528. doi:10.1068/c5s
Boone, E. J., Safrit, R. D., & Jones, J. (2002). Developing programs in adult education: A
conceptual programming model. Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press.
Boyle, P. (1981). Planning better programs. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.
Bradley, L, Driscoll, E., & Bardon, R. (2012). Removing the tension from Extension. Journal of
Extension, 50(2), Article 2TOT1. Retrieved from http://www.joe.org/joe/2012april/tt1p
.shtml
Brandon, P. R. (1998). Stakeholder participation for the purpose of helping ensure evaluation
validity: Bridging the gap between collaborative and non-collaborative evaluations.
American Journal of Evaluation, 19(3), 325–337. doi:10.1177/109821409801900305
Cooperrider, D. L., Barrett, F., & Srivastva, S. (1995). Social construction and appreciative
inquiry: A journey in organizational theory. In D. Hosking, P. Dachler, & K. Gergen
(Eds.). Management and organization: Relational alternatives to individualism (pp. 157–
200, e-book). Chagrin Falls, OH: Taos Institute Publications.
Cooperrider, D. L., & Srivastva, S. (1987). Appreciative inquiry in organizational life. In R. W.
Woodman & W. A. Pasmore (Eds.). Research in organizational change and
development, 1 (pp. 129–169). Stamford, CT: JAI Press.
Cooperrider, D. L., Whitney, D., & Stavros, J. M. (2003). Appreciative inquiry handbook. San
Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler.
Ensle, K. M. (2005). Burnout: How does Extension balance job and family? Journal of
Extension, 43(3), Article 3FEA5. Retrieved from http://www.joe.org/joe/2005june
/a5.shtml
Harder, A., Lamm, A., & Strong, R. (2009). An analysis of the priority needs of Cooperative
Extension at the county level. Journal of Agricultural Education, 50(3), 11–21.
doi:10.5032/jae.2009.03011
Harder, A., Moore, A., Mazurkewicz, M., & Benge, M. (2013). Problems impacting Extension
program quality at the county level: Results from an analysis of county program reviews
conducted in Florida. Journal of Extension, 51(1), Article 1RIB2. Retrieved from
http://www.joe.org/joe/2013february/rb2.php

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Full Issue, Volume 5, Number 3
Identifying Assets Associated with Quality Extension Programming

17
14

Harder, A., & Strong, R. (2010). An analysis of outcomes associated with conducting county
program reviews in Cooperative Extension. Journal of Southern Agricultural Education
Research, 60, 79–89.
Hill, T., & Westbrook, R. (1997). SWOT analysis: It’s time for a product recall. Long Range
Planning, 1, 46–52.
Jacob, S., Israel, G., & Summerhill, W. (1998). Florida Cooperative Extension’s county program
review process. Journal of Extension, 36(4), Article 4FEA5. Retrieved from
http://www.joe.org/joe/1998august/a5.php
Kung, S., Giles, D., & Hagan, B. (2013). Applying an appreciative inquiry process to a course
evaluation in higher education. International Journal of Teaching and Learning in
Higher Education, 25(1), 29–37. Retrieved from: http://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1016417
Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Martin, M. J., & Kaufman, E. K. (2013). Do job satisfaction and commitment to organization
matter when it comes to retaining employees? Journal of Extension, 51(4), Article
4RIB1. Retrieved from http://www.joe.org/joe/2013august/rb1.php
Merriam, S. B. (1998). Qualitative research and case study applications in education. San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Messerschmidt, D. (2008). Evaluating appreciative inquiry as an organizational transformation
tool: An assessment from Nepal. Human Organization, 67(4), 454–468.
doi:10.17730/humo.67.4.xp341p168m141641
McLean, G. N. (2006). Organization development: Principles, processes, performance. San
Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers.
Menon, A., Bharadwaj, S. G., Adidam, P. T., & Edison, S. W. (1999). Antecedents and
consequences of marketing strategy making: A model and a test. Journal of Marketing,
63(2), 18–40.
Ng, T. W., & Feldman, D. C. (2010). Organizational tenure and job performance. Journal of
Management, 36(5), 1220–1250. doi:10.1177/0149206309359809
Peelle, H. E. (2006). Appreciative inquiry and creative problem solving in cross-functional
teams. The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 42(4), 447–467.
doi:10.1177/0021886306292479
Quinones, M. A., Ford, J. K., & Teachout, M. S. (1995). The relationship between work
experience and job performance: A conceptual and meta‐analytic review. Personnel
Psychology, 48(4), 887–910. doi:10.1111/j.1744-6570.1995.tb01785.x
Seevers, B., & Graham, D. (2012). Education through Cooperative Extension (3rd ed.).
Fayetteville, AR: University of Arkansas.
U.S. Census Bureau. (2014). State and county QuickFacts. Retrieved from
www.quickfacts.census.gov

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Full Issue, Volume 5, Number 3

18

Identifying Assets Associated with Quality Extension Programming

15

Amy Harder is a Professor in the Department of Agricultural Education and Communication at
the University of Florida.
Priscilla Zelaya is the Chief Operating Officer for P4H Global, a non-profit primarily focused on
building the capacity of people within developing countries.

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Full Issue, Volume 5, Number 3

19

Diffusion of Innovations Theory in Program Planning

16

Development of a Nutrition Education Program for the Mississippi
Communities for Healthy Living Nutrition Intervention Using the
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This research identified themes when exploring the Dietary Guidelines for
Americans’ (DGA) attributes of relative advantage, compatibility, complexity,
trialability, and observability to provide information for the design and structure
of a nutrition education program for the Mississippi Communities of Healthy
Living Nutrition Intervention. Diffusion of Innovations theory was used to
develop education sessions to promote the adoption and consumption of a DGAbased healthy diet innovation in the Lower Mississippi Delta. Two focus groups
were conducted with a purposive sample of 13 women in the community as well as
one expert panel of six registered dietitians. Major themes identified for the DGA
were Balanced Nutrition, All-inclusive, and Protective as the relative advantage;
Adaptability when exploring compatibility; low complexity as Simple to Follow
and Convenient and Portable; Gradual Change and Taste Tests when discussing
trialability; and Modeling for observability. A Generational theme reflected
participants’ desire to impart healthy behaviors to future generations. Results
were used to operationalize attributes and develop 12 lesson plans.
Keywords: Diffusion of Innovations theory, nutrition education, program
planning, Lower Mississippi Delta
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Introduction
Behavioral theories are often used to guide the development and assessment of public health
education interventions and to help establish a ‘big picture’ of the planned intervention (Fishbein
& Cappella, 2006; Jeffery, 2004; Lemacks, Wells, Illich, & Ralston, 2013; Steckler, Goodman,
McLeroy, Davis, & Koch, 1992). Brug, Oenema, and Ferreira (2005) suggest using theory to
close the gap between intention to change and actual change. The Transtheoretical Model
(Prochaska, 1979), the Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977), and the Health Belief Model
(Rosenstock, 1974) are three widely used behavioral theories often used in nutrition
interventions; however, there is no known research available about the use of the Diffusion of
Innovations (DOI) theory (Rogers, 2003) to develop the structure of nutrition education sessions
within a larger intervention.
Several key constructs within DOI theory enhance its applicability for use in bridging the gap
between the intention to change behaviors and initiating or maintaining actual behavior change.
Operational within the DOI theory is the concept of diffusion, which is defined as “the process in
which an innovation is communicated through certain channels over time among the members of
a social system,” where an ‘innovation’ is considered to be a new idea, practice or object
(Rogers, 2003 p. 5). The innovation spreads from the initiator to adopter among particular
segments of social system members starting with innovators (2.5% of members) and early
adopters (13.5%) and spreading to influential early majority adopters (34%). The early majority
adopters are observed using the innovation by the late adopters (34%) and laggards (16%), the
last to adopt an innovation. A key construct of DOI theory related to health behaviors includes
certain “attributes” that influence the adoption of a health behavior or innovation. In nutrition
education, strategies targeting innovation attributes can be used to influence motivation, abilities,
and opportunities that promote action to positively change behaviors. Although an innovation
can have many attributes, according to Rogers (2003), there are five attributes in particular that
contribute most to the rate of adoption of an innovation:
1) Relative advantage: The degree to which an innovation is better than a previous idea,
practice, object;
2) Compatibility: The degree to which an innovation is perceived as being consistent
with current values, experiences, needs;
3) Complexity: The degree to which an innovation is perceived as difficult to understand
and use;
4) Trialability: The degree to which an innovation can be experimented with on a
limited basis; and
5) Observability: The degree to which the results of an innovation are visible to others or
can be easily communicated.
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In the present study, a qualitative research method was used to provide information for the
development of a nutrition education program designed to promote the adoption and
consumption of a culturally compatible, healthy diet, based on regionally specific foods. The
DOI theory was used as the theoretical foundation for the development of education components
for the Mississippi Communities for Healthy Living (MCHL) nutrition intervention in the Lower
Mississippi Delta (LMD).
Intervention Target Region and Development
The LMD is a rural, agricultural region rich in cultural heritage, faith, and family relations, but it
is one of the most financially impoverished areas in the United States (National Park Services,
n.d.). The LMD includes counties in Arkansas, Louisiana, and Mississippi with predominantly
Black populations, characterized by high levels of poverty, low levels of educational attainment,
and lack of access to healthy foods, as well as high rates of obesity and chronic disease (The
Lower Mississippi Delta Nutrition Intervention Research Consortium, 2004). Mississippi has
consistently been classified as one of the highest in the nation for the prevalence of obesity, with
35.6% of adults classified as obese in 2015 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2017).
Poor dietary quality may be a contributing factor to the chronic health conditions among this
population. Prior research has indicated a need for improving the overall dietary quality in the
LMD and the five key attributes of the DOI theory present an avenue for diffusing healthy
dietary practices (McCabe-Sellers et al., 2007; Thomson et al., 2011).
The MCHL nutrition intervention was conducted to fulfill the need for a methodologically
sound, theory-based nutrition education intervention to address the identified nutrition and health
concerns in the LMD (McCabe-Sellers et al., 2007; The Lower Mississippi Delta Nutrition
Intervention Research Consortium, 2004; Thomson et al., 2011). Development of the
intervention is described by Connell et al. (2015). In brief, the MCHL nutrition intervention
targeted women who were members of social and civic organizations because of their influential
nature as community leaders, representing early and/or early majority adopters (McGee et al.,
2008). Furthermore, participant recruitment efforts targeted women, since McGee and
colleagues (2008) found women in the Delta perceive themselves as primary food providers for
their families and communities. According to Rogers (2003), earlier adopters typically have
higher educational attainment levels, more social clout, and are more connected through
interpersonal networks in their social system than later adopters. The targeted intervention
population possessed these early adopter characteristics with the potential to diffuse the
intervention to the late adopters.
The intervention consisted of six monthly nutrition education sessions and corresponding
newsletters followed by a six-month maintenance period for a multi-site (N = 16), two-treatment
arm intervention. The focus of the nutrition education sessions was the Dietary Guidelines for
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Americans (DGA); each nutrition education session addressed a specific recommendation (U.S.
Department of Agriculture [USDA] & U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
[USDHHS] 2010). The MCHL intervention was constructed using the RE-AIM model for
intervention development and evaluation (Glasgow, Vogt, & Boles, 1999; Huye, Connell, Crook,
Yadrick, & Zoellner, 2014) and the DOI theory for nutrition education program development
(Rogers, 2003). The objectives of this research project were to (1) identify and define attributes
that would promote the adoption and consumption of a healthy diet and (2) incorporate these
attributes into a structure for nutrition education sessions. This manuscript describes the
resulting themes of the formative research that were used to provide information for the design
of nutrition education sessions for the MCHL intervention. Research procedures were approved
by the University of Southern Mississippi Institutional Review Board, and accordingly, all
participants were provided written informed consent before proceeding with study methods.
Methods
Research Design and Procedures
Utilizing methodology recommended by Rogers (2003), potential early and early majority
adopters of a healthy diet were invited to focus groups to identify healthy diet attributes.
Purposive and snowball sampling methods (Patton, 2002) were used to recruit community
members to participate in focus group sessions based on their relationships with the LMD
communities and the earlier adopter characteristics (Rogers, 2003). An expert panel of
registered dietitians was selected based on their expertise in nutrition, health, wellness, research
and educational experience in working with populations with characteristics similar to those in
the LMD. The expert panel was recruited from the local South Mississippi dietetics association
member list. The aim of the focus groups and expert panel was to identify characteristics of the
DGA that could potentially influence the adoption and implementation of the DGA
recommendations as part of a healthy eating pattern among individuals participating in a
nutrition education program. Semi-structured discussions were moderated by two researchers
trained in qualitative interviewing methods. Participants received a handout listing the current
DGA, with notation that the DGA reflected a healthy diet, and a handout listing Rogers’ five key
attributes and the corresponding definitions. Participants were asked to review the DGA handout
and consider characteristics of the DGA recommendations that would encourage incorporation of
one or more of the recommendations into their diets. For each of Rogers’ five key attributes, the
facilitator asked how these attributes could apply to a healthy diet. For example, for the relative
advantage attribute, interviewers asked participants, “How is the adoption of the DGA better than
someone’s current eating patterns” (Table 1). Focus group and expert panel discussions lasted
no longer than one hour and were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.
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Table 1. Relative Advantage, Compatibility, Complexity, Trialability, and Observability
Attributes, Original Definitions, and Corresponding Nutrition Education Session Planning
Questions and Concepts for Focus Groups and Expert Panel Discussions

a

Attribute

Original Definitiona

Relative Advantage

Degree to which innovation is
better than previous idea, practice,
object

Compatibility

Degree to which innovation is
perceived as being consistent with
current values, experiences, needs

What are some characteristics that make
the DGA compatible with various cultures?
How can the DGA fit in with your
lifestyle?
Are the DGA consistent with your values,
experiences, needs?

(Low) Complexity

Degree to which innovation is
perceived as difficult to understand
and use

What are some characteristics that make
this diet easy to incorporate into someone’s
daily eating patterns?
Would you need to incorporate all aspects
of the DGA to reap the benefits?

Trialability

Degree to which an innovation can
be experimented with on a limited
basis

What are some ideas that would encourage
someone to try incorporating the DGA into
their daily eating patterns?

Observability

Degree to which the results of an
innovation are visible to others or
can be easily communicated

How might someone communicate to
others the advantages and/or positive
consequences of incorporating the DGA
into one’s daily eating patterns?
What might be some consequences of
incorporating the DGA into one’s daily
eating patterns?
What might be some consequences of not
incorporating the DGA into one’s daily
eating patterns?
Can the results of using the DGA be seen?

Example Questions and Concepts
Addressed
What are the benefits of the DGA?
Do the benefits outweigh the cons?
How is the adoption of the DGA better
than someone’s current eating patterns?
What are some advantages of this diet [the
DGA] versus other diets (e.g., high protein,
low carbohydrate)

Rogers (2003)

Data Analysis
After the focus group and expert panel discussions were transcribed, a deductive content analysis
strategy (Catanzaro, 1988) was used to code the data using a categorization framework
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representing relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, trialability, and observability of the
DGA. Attributes were emphasized during focus groups and with the expert panel to determine if
their original definition could be applied to a healthy diet. An inductive approach was used to
generate themes that emerged from the data (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Patton, 2002). Two
researchers individually coded the raw data from each focus group and expert panel discussion
using a question-by-question, open coding technique. The data were segmented, labeled with a
unit code, and assigned to the appropriate attribute category. An abstraction process (Figure 1)
was used to name the unit codes using words that described the content or theme according to the
patterns in the data (Burnard, 1996; Polit & Beck, 2004). Themes were cross-checked and
confirmed collaboratively by the researchers, and a peer debriefing strategy was implemented
with a research staff member from the LMD (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Using the themes that
emerged from the focus group and expert panel discussions, definitions were established for the
five key attributes relative to a healthy diet. A member checking strategy was employed to
verify interpretation of the attribute definitions and to reach consensus (Johnson, 1997). Member
checking ensured the researchers accurately understood and represented what the participants
said about study subject matter. The member checking procedure began by randomly selecting
approximately 25% of the participants from each focus group (n = 4) and the expert panel (n =
2); these participants were provided with a form and asked to indicate their agreement (yes or no)
with the created attribute definitions. Member checking participants were also asked to make
recommendations for definition revision if they perceived the current statement was not accurate.
Figure 1. Data Analysis Using an Abstraction Process (Burnard, 1996; Polit & Beck, 2004)
Main
Category

Relative
Advantage

Unit Code(s)

Content
Characteristic/
Theme

Well balanced

Balanced
Nutrition

No
restrictions/
exclusions

All Inclusive

Get off
medications

Protective

Decrease
chronic
disease
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Results
The two community focus groups (n = 13) included professional women belonging to social and
civic organizations (e.g., sorority chapter or church group). The expert panel was composed of
six dietitians representing areas of practice such as clinical, outpatient, bariatric, and education.
Most participants in the focus groups and expert panel (n = 11) were between the ages of 26 and
40 years, with a college or graduate/professional degree (n = 17) (Table 2). Findings were
similar between expert and community participants, with the exception of language differences.
Members of the expert panel used more technical terms than the focus group participants.
Therefore, results were combined for both focus groups and the expert panel, and themes are
reported according to the categorization framework representing Rogers’ key attributes.
Table 2. Characteristics of Community Focus Group and Expert Panel Participants (N = 19)
Characteristic
Gender
Female

Number of Participants
Community
Expert
13

6

21-25

1

1

26-30

5

3

31-40

1

2

41-50

4

51-60

2

Age range

Ethnicity
Black or African American

7

White

6

6

Education attainment
Some College

1

College Degree

8

Some graduate or professional school

1

Graduate or professional degree

3

6

Church group

3

2

Sorority

6

1

Group or club associated with job
Other not specified

2
2

2

Member of social or civic club participating in community outreach
(check all that apply)
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Relative Advantage
Participants perceived the relative advantage of the DGA as well-balanced nutrition in which no
food groups are excluded. According to participants, the DGA provide “balanced nutrition,” and
is “all-inclusive” and “protective.” Many participants expressed that, if adopted, the DGA would
increase energy levels and improve mood and overall well-being. One woman said, “It [the
DGA] includes a full scope of what the human body needs to function the way it is designed,
whereas other diets take away without adding something. It [the DGA] is just the perfect
balance of what the body needs.” Pertaining to all-inclusive, another participant stated, “It [the
DGA] doesn’t prohibit anything, I mean it just speaks to re-shifting your portion sizes around.”
Participants remarked about the protective effects of a healthy diet and the prevention or
management of chronic disease as being relative advantages. Several women stated that
individuals could also stop taking medications. One woman said, “If you have diabetes,
controlling blood sugar and getting off medication is an advantage.” When asked what the
consequences of not incorporating DGA recommendations were, participants overtly said,
“death,” “obesity,” and “increased risk of disease.” Comments related to the advantages of the
DGA when compared to other diets indicated that the participants recognized that the DGA
recommendations do not require the purchase of pre-packaged or mail-order foods and that no
foods are prohibited.
Compatibility
When participants were asked what characteristics of the DGA were compatible with different
lifestyles, cultures, and food preferences, participants considered the “adaptability” of the DGA.
Participants discussed how the DGA could be adapted to any culture, including vegetarian,
Latino, and southern cultures. For example, one woman commented, “There are a lot of catfish
farms in the Delta,” acknowledging the southern culture in the LMD and that the consumption of
catfish would make the DGA recommendation of lean protein compatible in this population.
Another stated, “It [the DGA] seems more multicultural as a plan than what I think of the
American diet . . . it doesn’t focus on processed foods, it focuses on whole foods.”
(Low) Complexity
Regarding the complexity of incorporating the DGA into one’s diet, participants believed the
guidelines were straightforward and thus “simple to follow.” The women remarked on knowing
how to identify serving sizes and ranges of servings (e.g., 2 to 3 cups). One participant stated,
“Measurements are recognizable by individuals; they know what a cup is.” Others noted the
popularity and availability of pre-portioned or single-serving items that enhance the ease of
consuming a healthy diet. Participants agreed that the key to healthy eating was to make it easy.
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One participant stated, “If the diet is easy, people will be more likely to do it.” However, the
need for education regarding the various forms of food packaging (i.e., fresh, frozen, canned in
water or syrup) was also expressed, as one stated, “The key is knowledge. If you don’t know they
[manufacturers] make fruit packed in water, they [consumers] are going to pick up what they
normally buy,” while another affirmed, “They need to have programs to teach them [potential
adopters] what is available.”
Participants also considered the DGA as “convenient and portable.” As the women in these
groups were working professionals with active social networks, the number of convenience items
available today was an important factor in being able to eat healthy for today’s “on-the-go”
lifestyle. Comments included, “There are so many on-the-go products, like 100-calorie snack
packs that are accessible to modern living, acceptable for on-the-go women,” and “There are
more healthy convenience foods available for those that are too busy . . . like juice, fruit cups,
instant rice and oatmeal.” There were also numerous comments about the portability of fruits
and vegetables, as one participant stated, “People think it is too hard if they are busy. They need
to realize it is just as easy to grab a bag of grapes versus a bag of chips.” However, some of the
women expressed the need for education related to fresh fruits and vegetables when discussing
convenience items. Although whole fruits and vegetables were considered portable, participants
discussed the limited shelf-life of fresh fruits and vegetables and resulting waste. To overcome
this potential barrier to low complexity of healthy eating, participants suggested education
related to using frozen fruits and vegetables, as well as the variety of healthy convenience foods
on the market. Another recommendation was teaching meal planning skills, as one participant
stated, “All of this [eating healthy] will take meal planning skills to accomplish . . . teach them
[potential adopters] how to prep on weekends.”
Trialability
Participants believed DGA recommendations could be implemented one at a time to facilitate
“gradual change.” As one participant said, “Take the idea of gradual changes create drastic,
positive results. Gradual, is one month at a time…a month of trying a new food. This month, do
better with fruits.” When asked about ideas to promote trialability of the DGA, “taste tests” and
food sampling were most frequently suggested. “Taste testing, like they do on the ‘Today’ show
or ‘Morning Show’. You can do that at the church on a Saturday morning and get things they
really enjoy,” one participant said. Other ideas to promote trialability of the DGA included food
demonstrations, recipe swaps, and grocery store tours. With regard to the population in the
LMD, participants mentioned social events in which trialability might be appropriate. For
example, the women believed food demonstrations and taste-tests could be conducted at revivals,
health fairs or any program with a social activity across the LMD, reflecting the social nature of
this population.
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Observability
Outward manifestations of healthy eating patterns (e.g., feeling better, reducing medications,
decreasing risk of chronic disease, etc.) may not be immediately apparent. Therefore, the
facilitator asked participants how positive outcomes of a healthy diet might be communicated.
Participants expressed the need to be a personal example or role model in how to eat at work,
what and how to order in restaurants, and what to buy at the grocery store, thus “modeling” that
the DGA could demonstrate observability. One woman conveyed modeling in this way, “You
give somebody something to look at and then you are embodying it yourself; so, you are living,
walking, breathing benefits of a healthy diet.” One recommendation to promote observability of
healthy eating was to promote healthy eating events at churches such as a “healthy potluck
dinner” and provide participants with the recipes used. Participants also expressed that if results
could not be seen immediately, verbal communication would be necessary, as one suggested,
“The people who are leading the [education] session need to be role models and talking about
what they did to achieve their goals . . . testimonials . . . seeing is believing.”
Additional Findings
Although not specific to one particular attribute, participants thought of the DGA as
“generational.” The women expressed a desire for lifestyle changes to start in the family so that
healthy dietary behaviors become culturally ingrained and passed on to future generations. As
one participant said, “The dietary guidelines become incorporated into the family and become a
behavior; [the DGA] become generational.” Other examples of the generational finding
included comments like, “It [the DGA] becomes a trend of healthier eating, like generational.”
When asked about why it was important to incorporate DGA recommendations into daily eating
patterns, one participant said, “We have to change the generational trends; we’ve got to start
somewhere.” Another expressed concern for the future generation of children, “If all you cook
is chicken nuggets and French fries, that’s all they [the children] are going to eat.” It was
evident from participant responses that the passing on of healthy eating behaviors to future
generations was a motivational factor in adopting a healthy diet in the present to prevent onset of
illness in the future.
Use of Attributes and Findings to Develop Nutrition Education Sessions
Findings from the focus groups and expert panel discussions were used to operationalize the
five attributes relative to a healthy diet (i.e., the DGA) for the MCHL nutrition intervention.
Member-check participants (N = 6) agreed that the definitions were reflective of the discussion
with minor revisions suggested. Themes arising from the data for each attribute were then used
to develop components of the MCHL nutrition education sessions. Education components and
corresponding DOI attribute definitions and pertinent themes are shown in Table 3.
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Table 3. Key Attributes, Data Themes, New Attribute Definitions, and Application to
Education Session Components
Attribute

Major Data Themes

New Attribute Definition

Education Session Component

Relative
Advantage

Balanced Nutrition

The degree to which
implementing components
of a healthy diet is better
than previous eating
patterns, increasing one’s
overall well-being.

Relationship between diet and
chronic diseases and consequences
of a healthy diet were emphasized
during the Introduction, Lesson,
and Summary of Main Points
segments.

All-inclusive
Protective

Focus on how a healthy diet is
better than previous eating
behaviors was also highlighted
during the Lesson and Share Your
Story segments.
Compatibility Adaptability

The degree to which
components of a healthy
diet are adaptable to one’s
dietary needs and/or
cultural food preferences.

Culturally-appropriate foods were
incorporated into the Interactive
Food Demo. At the end of the
program, participants modified
family recipes for a potluck
celebration.
A Home Challenge was given at
the end of every session to
encourage modeling healthy
behaviors for family and friends.

(Low)
Complexity

Simple to Follow
Convenient and
Portable

Observability

Modeling

Additional
Findings

Generational

The degree to which
components of a healthy
diet are easy to incorporate
into one’s diet and are
convenient and readily
available for today’s “onthe-go” lifestyle.

The Interactive Food Demos
exhibited minimal preparation
and ingredients.

The degree to which
components of a healthy
diet and positive outcomes
can be modeled or shared.

A Share Your Story segment gave
participants an opportunity to
discuss changes made in their diet
as well as positive outcomes.

Ease of meeting DGA
recommendations using various
snack and meal planning methods
was emphasized during the
Lesson and Summary of Main
Points segments.

Discussion of important reasons
to change dietary patterns
occurred in the Lesson segment.
Participants were encouraged to
share recipes with family and
friends during the Home
Challenge given at the end of the
session during the Summary of
Main Points segment.

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Full Issue, Volume 5, Number 3

30

Diffusion of Innovations Theory in Program Planning

27

A total of 12 education sessions (six sessions per treatment arm) were developed that included
seven segments each. An example of a session lesson plan with corresponding DOI attributes
and activities are shown in the Figure 2.
Figure 2. Lesson Plan of One Education Session Including Lesson Segments, Talking Points,
and Activities
Topic: Lean Protein
Lesson title: Lean Protein for a Lean Me
Goal: Introduce ways to incorporate more lean protein sources into the everyday diet.
Objectives: After session, participant will be able to:
1) List at least one benefit of eating lean protein.
2) Identify at least one lean protein food.
3) Identify recommended number of lean proteins servings/day.
4) Prepare a recipe featuring a lean protein.
Time allotted: 1- 1.5 hours
Content and sequence:
 Welcome to session and topic
intro (5-10 minutes)
 Share Your Story (5-10
minutes)

 Lesson. Benefits of eating lean
meats; recommended servings;
discuss substituting lean protein
in place of high fat protein
foods. (10 minutes)

 Interactive Food Demo and
Tasting “Oven Baked
Catfish” (10-20 minutes)
 Tasting Discussion. Identify
protein sources and recipe
modifications (5 minutes)

Talking Points/Description of Activity
 Welcome participants to the session,
introduce topic, and review objectives (listed
above).
 What are some of your favorite bean dishes?
 Describe a time when you prepared a lean
meat, fish or bean dish for yourself and/or
family.
 What do you find challenging about eating
lean meats or beans?
 Ask participant to name reasons for eating
lean meats.
 Discuss the different types of lean protein
sources.
 Indicate the recommended number of ounces
of lean protein for each person’s gender and
age.
 Discuss ways to reduce the fat in protein
sources and prepared dishes (i.e., skim the
top of stews).
 Ask for a volunteer to help instructor prepare
Oven Baked Catfish recipe. During
demonstration, discuss types of protein
sources and preparation methods.
 Allow participants to taste the catfish.
 Ask participants to identify ways they could
prepare their favorite catfish recipe and how
they can incorporate other lean proteins into
their diet.

Target
Attributes

 Observability

 Relative
Advantage
 Low
Complexity
 Compatibility

 Trialability
 Compatibility
 Low
Complexity
 Low
Complexity
 Compatibility

 Q&A (5 minutes)
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Home Challenge, Meal
Planning Tip, & Monthly Goal
(5-10 minutes)
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 Summarize the importance of eating lean
proteins, sources of lean proteins, and
preparation methods.
 Encourage participants to try the recipes
provided in the session and in the upcoming
newsletter and share with friends and family
 Provide a tip for meal planning
 Encourage participants to set a goal for the
month
 MCHL logo spatula and door prizes

 Relative
Advantage
 Low
Complexity
 Compatibility
 Trialability
 Generational

 Giveaways and Evaluation (510 minutes)
Notes: Promote lean proteins in place of high fat proteins; trimming away and reducing the fat in meats
and recipes; preparing meals with beans; and ordering lean protein items at restaurants.

Discussion
Qualitative methods informed development of theory-based nutrition education sessions. The
community focus groups and expert panel were used to identify and define attributes of the
DGA. This formative phase assisted researchers in understanding how the DGAs are perceived
in terms of DOI attributes and how those attributes might be operationalized to promote dietary
behavior change and ultimately diffused to the greater community. Knowing important factors
that influence the adoption and consumption of a healthy diet can provide a useful framework
for developing targeted nutrition education programs or consumer messages. According to
Rogers (2003), positioning an innovation using relative advantage, compatibility, low
complexity, trialability, and observability increases the rate of innovation adoption. While the
DGAs are not new or innovative, promoting them as a healthy diet innovation (i.e., a dietary
pattern better than the previous dietary pattern) may be a suitable approach to promote healthy
eating patterns.
While there was no known literature available related to DOI attributes used for developing
nutrition education session components at the time of this study, prior research in nutrition
education and nutrition interventions often indicate factors that motivate, enhance or facilitate
behavior change. Frequently, these factors mirror DOI attributes. For example, Eikenberry and
Smith (2004) found feeling good/better and maintaining health were motivators to eating
healthy, which correlate to the relative advantage DOI construct. Recent shifts in attitudes
about nutrition have indicated diet and nutrition are of personal importance among consumers
(Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, 2013). In the present study, balanced nutrition and
increased energy levels were cited as positive consequences of adopting a healthy diet and are
consistent with relative advantages of the DGA compared with previous eating patterns.
Furthermore, fruits and vegetables have been found to have a protective effect on some cancers
(Riboli & Norat, 2003). Thus, it was not surprising that protective emerged as a theme within
the relative advantage construct. Participant responses strongly reflected the consequences of
not eating a healthy diet (i.e., as indicated in the DGA). Consistent with previous research in
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the LMD, a perceived motivator of consuming a healthy diet was a desire to avoid adverse
health conditions (McGee et al., 2008). Relative advantage of the DGA was incorporated into
the MCHL nutrition education sessions by describing advantages of making the targeted dietary
change at the introduction of each session. Likewise, relative advantage, in terms of positive
consequences of the DGA, was conveyed during the Lesson and Share Your Story segments of
the session when comparing a healthy diet to previous eating behaviors (Figure 2).
Cultural food practices can influence taste preference and shopping habits (Academy of
Nutrition and Dietetics, 2013). Participants in the present study perceived that the DGA
allowed for cultural and regional foods to be adapted to a healthy diet and thus, compatible with
their culture. Consumers have reported wanting dietary guidelines that were consistent with
their personal food preferences and lifestyles (King & Gibney, 1999; Welsh & Davis, 1992).
Therefore, compatibility of the DGA was incorporated into the MCHL intervention. For
example, adaptation of regional recipes (e.g., oven baked catfish) was used in the Interactive
Food Demos and a Home Challenge at the end of every session to promote the use of modified
regional recipes and healthier eating behaviors among family and friends (Figure 2).
Convenient and portable were related to the low complexity of the DGA in the present study.
Participants frequently mentioned the availability of convenience food products that fit within
the DGA and the ease of being able to portion foods to take on-the-go. Similarly, lack of time
to prepare foods has been cited as a significant influence on food choices, as consumers
reported purchasing items that require minimal preparation time (Food Marketing Institute,
2013). The low complexity construct was emphasized in the MCHL intervention by using easy
and quick preparation methods during the Interactive Food Demos, including recipes that did
not require cooking. Tips on meal planning and pre-portioning snacks to take when on-the-go
were discussed during the Tasting Discussion and Summary of Main Points.
With regard to trialability of the DGA, dietary changes should be made in increments for
gradual improvement, allowing for lifestyle changes that can be maintained over time (Sahyoun,
Pratt, & Anderson, 2004; USDA & USDHHS, 2010). Participants in this formative research
study considered implementing gradual changes easier and more conducive to permanent
change. Participants stated the DGAs were simple enough to make gradual changes, reiterating
the low complexity of a healthy diet innovation. Participants further commented that
consuming a healthy diet should be a lifestyle change, as one participant remarked that the
guidelines should be called “lifestyle guidelines.” In order to utilize trialability findings during
MCHL, one DGA recommendation was incorporated into the Interactive Food Demo at each
session in addition to taste-testing of a featured recipe associated with that specific
recommendation.
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The major theme associated with observability of consuming a healthy diet was modeling.
Orally communicating the positive effects of consuming a healthy diet was expressed by
participants as the best way to observe results of a healthy eating pattern because results may
not be immediately evident or tangible. In this context, a healthy diet innovation would be
considered a preventive innovation, and as described by Rogers (2003), an innovation that an
individual adopts to avoid possible undesired consequences in the future. Preventive
innovations are the most difficult to observe. For example, maintaining a healthy weight to
avoid chronic disease later in life is not a tangible outcome that others readily recognize as a
benefit of a healthy diet. Observability could be demonstrated through modeling behavior
changes made in dietary habits or testimonials related to feelings of overall well-being or actual
clinical manifestations, such as decreases in blood pressure, blood sugar, or weight loss.
Observability of the DGA was initiated in the MCHL intervention in the Share Your Story
segments of the education sessions as shown in Figure 2. During these segments, participants
were given the opportunity to talk about behavioral changes they were making based on key
messages in the program as well as any physical changes they were experiencing (e.g., weight
loss, lower blood pressure).
Limitations
While there are several strengths to this study, including conducting interviews with women
similar to the target population and member checking attribute definitions, there were also
limitations. First, this research took place in a specific geographic region and may not reflect
perceptions of women living in other areas. Additionally, the qualitative methods used
consisted of small sample sizes. However, with prior research and experience with the LMD
population for the last 20 years (The Lower Mississippi Delta Nutrition Intervention Research
Consortium, 2004; Yadrick et al., 2001; Zoellner et al., 2007), the research team found the data
to accurately reflect LMD attitudes and opinions. Although information relayed could be
subject to misinterpretation, interpretive strategies were employed to minimize this limitation.
Lastly, the participants were all women. This decision was made because the intervention target
population was women in social and civic organizations. In retrospect, it may have been
advantageous to include a male community group discussion to capture masculine perspectives
with regards to attributes of a healthy diet.
Conclusion
Utilization of theoretical frameworks is often thought to be an initial step in developing effective
and sustainable behavior change interventions. One theoretical framework that has not been
extensively researched within dietary behaviors is the DOI theory. Focus groups and an expert
panel were used to identify and describe women’s perceptions of attributes of a healthy diet
innovation (i.e., the DGA). Generational trends and cultural food practices were noted as key
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components and messages in nutrition interventions aimed at promoting healthy diets and
reducing chronic disease prevalence. Participants considered healthy, culturally compatible
convenience foods and gradual integration of healthy dietary behaviors delivered through taste
tests and food demonstrations as important factors in promoting a healthy diet. Furthermore,
participants relayed that sharing individuals’ journeys to a healthy lifestyle promotes the
adoption of a healthy diet innovation and adds a social support element to the program.
As obesity continues to be a national public health dilemma, there is a need for nutrition
intervention, especially in the LMD where chronic health conditions related to obesity are
serious concerns. Promoting the relative advantage, compatibility, low complexity, trialability
and observability of a healthy diet in a population known for its unique food culture is essential
to promote the adoption and maintenance of a healthy diet innovation. The DOI theory is useful
in prompting behavior change by promoting the attributes of the behavior that are of interest to
the population. Data themes generated from each theoretical construct provided rich information
related to the study population and educational strategies used to develop education sessions and
intervention components for this multisite nutrition intervention in the LMD. In addition, study
findings helped MCHL researchers discern attributes of a healthy diet educational program that
would motivate participants to move beyond an intention to adopt healthier dietary behaviors to a
position where adoption and maintenance of a healthy diet are actively integrated into family
culture, and ultimately, will result in improvements in health outcomes across generations.
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Consumer behavior is a complex phenomenon encompassing internal, external,
and situational factors. This study examined perceptions of market consumers
about fruits and vegetables in Trinidad and Tobago in terms of produce origin,
growing method, and willingness to pay. A stratified purposive sample of
consumers at 14 unique market locations was surveyed to measure the three
constructs and demographics. Descriptive statistics, correlational analysis, a ttest, and one-way analysis of variance were used to analyze the data. Findings
revealed consumers have positive perceptions of locally grown produce and
produce grown without chemicals. Findings also revealed a slight willingness to
pay more for such characteristics. There were small to moderate correlations
among the three constructs. Male and female perceptions of locally grown
produce were significantly different, but no differences were found based on age.
Extension educators working with producers who sell directly to consumers can
utilize results from this study in working with clientele to tailor marketing and
production strategies. Further research into social norms and perceived
behavior control is recommended to better understand consumer behavior and
help Extension better prepare stakeholders for success in the market places.
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Introduction
Consumer behavior is a complex phenomenon that encompasses internal, external, and
situational factors. In the agricultural marketplace, specifically, consumer behavior can be
influenced by awareness and beliefs about producer practices. There is, however, a growing
disconnect between consumer awareness and understanding and producer practices. With an
ever-increasing urban consumer base and a decreasing number of producers, the exchange of
information between producers and consumers has become nearly obsolete (Sharp, Imerman, &
Peters, 2002). Hansen (2005) found “the quality of food products is not determined by the
consumer or by the producer independently, but by the interplay between the parties” (p. 90).
This suggests that there is a need to reconnect producers with consumers.
A variety of programs have sought to address this disconnect at all age levels. For example,
some Extension efforts in the United States are focused on agricultural education through school
or community gardens and farm-to-school programming (Benson, 2014). These types of
programs are also an opportunity to educate youth and parents about healthy living choices
(Odera, Lamm, Owens, Thompson, & Carter, 2013). Community Supported Agriculture
programs are another potential solution for educating consumers about farming practices. In this
type of program, consumers have “direct knowledge of who produces the food, where it is
produced, how it is grown, and may have . . . input into farm decisions” (Sharp et al., 2002, para.
10). All of these programs bring people together with a common goal of educating the general
public about agricultural production.
Education and cultural value systems, including values, beliefs, and societal influences (Luna &
Gupta, 2001; Spiers, Gundala, & Singh, 2014), are foundational components of consumer
attitudes and perceptions that influence either a favorable or unfavorable response in regards to
an object or subject. Irani, Sinclair, and O’Malley (2001) found that these personal factors
influence consumer perception and acceptance of agricultural innovations and systems. Kearney
(2010) found consumer perceptions and behaviors to be drivers of food production. Thus,
understanding consumer perceptions and attitudes can help producers forecast potential product
markets (Irani et al., 2001) and help producers understand consumer expectations.
Produce Characteristics
A growing trend in consumer behavior is purchasing what is considered ethical or sustainable
foods. These include locally grown and organic foods. Locally grown food is an ambiguous
term used to describe food that is sourced from a specific area, which may be within a defined
mile radius or within a defined location (e.g., a county, region, or state). Research has found that
consumers have positive perceptions and intentions to purchase locally grown foods
(Chamberlain, Kelley, & Hyde, 2013), yet even the most conscientious consumers perceive
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limits to their purchasing behavior. Factors that ultimately influence purchasing decisions based
on food origin include, but are not limited to, cost, time, aesthetics, convenience, branding, taste,
freshness, and availability (Chamberlain et al., 2013; Hu, Batte, Woods, & Ernst, 2012).
Organic foods are those that are grown by avoiding certain inputs and technological tools, such
as synthetic fertilizers and genetic engineering (U.S. Department of Agriculture, National
Organic Program, Agricultural Marketing Service, 2015). Research has shown that consumers
purchase products labeled as organic because of intrinsic and extrinsic forces. Intrinsic forces
generally pertain to perceived health benefits and upholding a personal moral code. Extrinsic
forces include environmental considerations and political factors, such as support for the local
economy and local producers, and other social influences (Padel & Foster, 2005). Although the
organic food industry is on the rise, research shows the consumers generally have positive
attitudes toward the purchase of organic foods, but are not necessarily willing to pay more for
them (Chamberlain et al., 2013). Cost, low quality, importance of the specific food in the diet,
social messages, and some demographic characteristics were reasons consumers would not pay
more (Chamberlain et al., 2013; Smith & Paladino, 2010).
Demographic characteristics are also indicators of consumer food perceptions. In a review of
literature from 2000 through 2014, Feldmann and Hamm (2015) found that females are reported
most often as likely to purchase local foods. Chamberlain et al. (2013) corroborated this finding.
Similarly, females are more likely to purchase organic foods and are willing to pay more for such
items (Narine, Ganpat, & Seepersad, 2015; Yue & Tong, 2009). This is often related to
characteristics of health, nutrition, quality, agrochemical use, and other factors (Narine et al.,
2015; Shafie & Rennie, 2012). These differences in findings could be due to individual
characteristics of the study samples, the location of the studies, or other variables.
Respondent age has been found to be a significant demographic indicator of food perceptions
and willingness to pay, but the data is often contradictory. Muhammad, Fathelrahman, and Ullah
(2015), Smith and Paladino (2010), and Shafie and Rennie (2012) found that young consumers
are less likely to purchase organic foods due to higher prices. Other studies found that it is the
younger generations who have a higher willingness to pay for organic products (Narine et al.,
2015; Yue & Tong, 2009). In terms of locally produced food items, Feldmann and Hamm
(2015) found that as age increased, so did loyalty to local producers.
Background Information
This study was conducted in Trinidad and Tobago (Trinidad). Agricultural contribution to the
gross domestic product in Trinidad is relatively low, between 0.3% and 0.6% (The World
Bank Group, 2015; The World Factbook, n.d.). This situation creates an opportunity for
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producers, agricultural educators, and Extension Services to better understand consumer
preferences in their efforts to sustain and grow the agricultural industry.
There is little information available about consumer preferences and behavior regarding food
products in Trinidad. Spiers et al. (2014) documented the deep cultural ties to food product
selection and purchasing in Trinidad. Another study conducted by Narine et al. (2015) found
most consumers in Trinidad are willing to pay higher prices for organic tomatoes. In the latter
study, the authors found that a number of factors influence willingness to pay, including
perceived health benefit, education level, gender, income, and area of residence. Narine et al.
(2015) explained, “Trinidadian consumers have very limited knowledge of the differences
between [organic and conventional] products . . . The main issue is the lack of public awareness
and education of organic foods” (p. 87). It should be noted that Trinidad does not have a
national standard for organically produced foods (Narine et al., 2015; Sandlin, 2015). This lack
of public awareness and education about organic foods is an opportunity for Extension Services
to help producers understand their consumers’ perceptions to better promote the producers’
agricultural goods.
Educational outreach is available to producers through Extension Services. Extension
educational activities, such as workshops, demonstrations, and informational flyers, are provided
through a combination of governmental, institutional, and public and private sources (Ganpat,
Harder, & Moore, 2014). Alternative efforts to educate and train farmers have also been
investigated. Dolly and Kissoonsingh (2006) reported that vegetable producers in Trinidad were
receptive to the use of distance education methods to receive information and training about new
technologies. However, no literature was identified that described the implementation efforts or
results of distance education programming for producers in Trinidad.
Producers in Trinidad primarily use conventional, innovative, and a combination of conventional
and innovative growing methods to produce crops (Sandlin, 2015). Producers using
conventional techniques use agrochemicals to control pests and weeds to increase yields.
Innovative producers use practices such as permaculture and farm design to achieve organic
production of their crops. Producers using a combination of growing methods trying to produce
organically but may use agrochemicals (sometimes off the record) to control pests and/or
optimize yields. Sandlin (2015) also found that producers in Trinidad prefer to receive
information from informal sources (i.e., fellow growers) rather than formal sources, such as
Extension.
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Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study was based on the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen,
1988), specifically the component regarding attitude toward the behavior. This theory shows the
influence of an individual’s attitude, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control on
intention. Perceived behavioral control accounts for an individual’s experience and ability to
anticipate challenges. Intention then influences volitional behavior (see Figure 1).
Figure 1. Theory of Planned Behavior

[Adapted from Ajzen, 1988, p. 133]

Human behavior is inherently complex, as the factors that contribute to behavioral expression are
complex. Due to the variability of an individual’s attitude and subjective norms, attempts to
predict behavior have proven to be largely inconsistent (Ajzen, 1988). An individual’s attitude
toward a behavior is “the individual’s positive or negative evaluation of performing the
particular behavior of interest” (Aizen, 1988, p. 117). Individual attitudes may be affected by
their personality and personal values (Ajzen, 1988; Luna & Gupta, 2001). Similarly, subjective
norms, or a “person’s perception of social pressure to perform or not to perform the behavior,”
(Aizen, 1988, p. 117) contributes to behavioral intention. In Luna and Gupta’s (2001) culture
and consumer behavior interaction model, they refer to subjective norms as a cultural value
system. A cultural value system develops over time in the context of a group or groups to which
they belong.
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Inconsistency is a challenge as it pertains to the ability to predict human behavior. Inconsistency
can be introduced by personal factors outside of attitudes or personality, such as health, and by
situational factors, such as context (Ajzen, 1988). Overall success in predicting behavior will
also depend on non-motivational factors, such as availability and resources (Ajzen, 1988).
Although research has shown little support for behavioral consistency, even in situations where
the individual’s “underlying disposition” (p. 37) is assumed to be the same, Ajzen (1988)
indicated that under terms of volitional behavior, people generally do what they intend to do.
Therefore, “if intentions are…immediate determinates of volitional behavior, then they should
correlate more strongly with the behavior than do other kinds of antecedent factors” (Aizen,
1988, p. 114).
Purpose and Objectives
The purpose of this study was to examine market consumer perceptions of fruits and vegetables
in Trinidad. The specific objectives of the study were to
1) Describe consumers’ perceptions of the characteristics of fruits and vegetables in
terms of produce origin and growing method;
2) Describe consumers’ willingness to pay for various characteristics of fruits and
vegetables in terms of produce origin and growing method;
3) Explore the relationships between produce origin, growing method, and willingness
to pay; and
4) Explore the relationships between produce origin, growing method, and willingness
to pay and respondent gender and age.
Methods
This study used survey methods to identify the perceptions of market consumers about the fruit
and vegetable (produce) source in Trinidad. To represent market consumers in Trinidad,
participants were randomly selected on various days and times of the week and from farmer’s
markets, wholesale and retail markets, and roadside markets. To stratify the data, samples were
taken at 14 unique locations at different times of the week and at different times of the day. A
total of 170 questionnaires were completed. All data were collected face-to-face and with a
paper-based instrument. No differences in response were found based on participant location,
day, or time of collection. Thus, while caution is warranted against generalization to broader
audiences, evidence of ecological validity is present (Fraenkel, Wallen, & Hyun, 2012).
A researcher-created instrument was used to measure consumer perceptions in three constructs:
Produce origin, growing method, and willingness to pay based on the two previous categories. A
five-point summated scale, 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neither Agree nor
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Disagree, 4 = Agree, 5 = Strongly Agree, was used to measure consumer level of agreement with
23 total statements. Gender and age information were also collected. No identifying information
was collected from the participants to ensure confidentiality.
Face and content validity of the instrument were established through the use of an expert panel
(Fraenkel et al., 2012). The panel included three Trinidadians who assessed and corrected the
language and concepts used on the instrument. The panel also provided feedback on the ease of
response, layout, and other aspects that contribute to the overall validity of the instrument. A
post-hoc reliability analysis revealed the three scales, produce origin (Cronbach’s α = .86),
growing methods (Cronbach’s α = .82), and willingness to pay (Cronbach’s α = .83), had
acceptable reliability.
Objectives one and two were descriptive in nature. The associated data were reported using
frequencies and percentages (Field, 2009). Correlations were calculated using the scale means to
examine the relationships between the three constructs to meet the goal of objective three.
Objective four was analyzed using a t-test and an analysis of variance (ANOVA) procedure.
Effect sizes for these analyses were measured using Cohen’s d for the correlation analysis.
Effect sizes were not calculated for the ANOVA as none of the relationships were significant (p
< .05).
Findings
Research objective one sought to describe consumers’ perceptions of fruits and vegetables in
Trinidad in terms of produce origin and growing methods. Consumers found locally grown
produce to be better than imported produce (see Table 1). A majority of consumers agreed or
strongly agreed that locally grown produce is more nutritious (57.8%, n = 97) or healthier
(61.8%, n = 105). Consumers also agreed or strongly agreed that buying locally grown fruits and
vegetables stimulates the Trinidadian economy (91.1%, n = 155) and that they are better for the
environment than imported produce (65.3%, n = 111). The frequencies in this construct
indicated that a majority of consumers are not certain, disagree, or strongly disagree that locally
grown fruits and vegetables are more consistently available (53.3%, n = 90) or less damaged
(54.8%, n = 92) than imported produce.
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Table 1. Consumer Perceptions About the Characteristics of Produce Based on Origin
Item
Locally grown fruits & vegetables are more
nutritious than imported fruits &
vegetables.
Buying locally grown fruits & vegetables
stimulates the local economy.
Locally grown fruits & vegetables have less
damage than imported fruits &
vegetables.
Locally grown fruits & vegetables are more
consistently available than imported
fruits & vegetables.
Locally grown fruits & vegetables are
healthier for me than imported fruits &
vegetables.
Locally grown fruits & vegetables are better
for the environment than imported
fruits & vegetables.
Locally grown fruits & vegetables are
fresher than imported fruits &
vegetables.
Locally grown fruits & vegetables taste
better than imported fruits &
vegetables.
Buying locally grown fruits & vegetables
stimulates the Trinidadian &
Tobagonian economy.

1

2

—

17(10.1)

—

f (%)
3

4

5

54(32.1)

66(39.3)

31(18.5)

1(0.6)

16(9.5)

92(54.8)

59(35.1)

3(1.8)

29(17.3)

60(35.7)

58(34.5)

18(10.7)

3(1.8)

23(13.6)

64(37.9)

68(40.2)

11(6.5)

1(0.6)

10(5.9)

54(31.8)

71(41.8)

34(20.0)

—

10(5.9)

49(28.8)

80(47.1)

31(18.2)

—

8(4.7)

34(20.1)

84(49.7)

43(25.4)

—

9(5.3)

52(30.8)

74(43.8)

34(20.1)

—

1(0.6)

14(8.2)

99(58.2)

56(32.9)

Scale Mean = 3.79, SD = .56
Scale Alpha = .86
Note: 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4 = Agree, 5 = Strongly
Agree.

Consumers indicated general agreement with statements in the construct measuring perceptions
about the methods used to grow produce (M = 4.31, Cronbach’s α = .82); individual category
frequencies can be found in Table 2. Overall, consumers tended to agree with statements
supporting the growth of fruits and vegetables without synthetic pesticides and chemical
fertilizers. A majority of consumers strongly agreed that produce grown without chemicals are
healthier for them (58.2%, n = 99) and are better for the environment (54.1%, n = 92).
Conversely, consumers also agreed or strongly agreed that produce grown with chemicals are
more visually pleasing (81.0%, n = 137) and are more consistently available than those grown
without chemicals (72.2%, n = 122).

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Full Issue, Volume 5, Number 3

46

Consumer Perceptions of Fruit and Vegetable Origin, Growing Methods, and Willingness to Pay

43

Table 2. Consumer Perceptions About the Methods Used to Grow Their Produce
f (%)
Item
I prefer to buy fruits & vegetables grown
WITHOUT chemicals.
Fruits & vegetables grown WITHOUT
chemicals are healthier for me.
Fruits & vegetables grown WITHOUT
chemicals taste better.
Fruits & vegetables grown WITHOUT
chemicals are better for the environment.
Fruits & vegetables grown WITH chemicals
may harm my health.
Fruits & vegetables grown WITH chemicals are
more visually pleasing.
Fruits & vegetables grown WITH chemicals are
more consistently available than those
grown without chemicals.

1

2

3

4

5

1(0.6)

1(0.6)

1(0.6)

83(48.8)

84(49.4)

—

—

4(2.4)

67(39.4)

99(58.2)

1(0.6)

3(1.8)

25(14.8)

65(38.5)

75(44.4)

—

—

9(5.3)

69(40.6)

92(54.1)

—

1(0.6)

17(10.0)

71(41.8)

81(47.6)

2(1.2)

6(3.6)

24(14.2)

82(48.5)

55(32.5)

1(0.6)

6(3.6)

40(23.7)

76(45.0)

46(27.2)

Scale Mean = 4.31, SD = .49
Scale Alpha = .82
Note: 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4 = Agree, 5 = Strongly
Agree.

The purpose of objective two was to describe consumer willingness to pay for various
characteristics of produce in Trinidad; the results are reported in Table 3. Consumers reported
agreement or strong agreement with statements that indicated their willingness to pay for
positive characteristics of produce. This includes characteristics such as taste, nutrition, and
freshness. While a majority of consumers (51.5%, n = 87) agreed they would pay more for
locally grown fruits and vegetables, there were notable frequencies of neutrality and
disagreement (48.5%, n = 82) with this statement, given that consumers indicated agreement in
objective one that locally grown produce is more nutritious, fresher, tastes better, is better for the
environment, and stimulates the local economy (see Table 1). They did, however, report
agreement and strong agreement with the statement indicating willingness to pay more for
produce grown without chemicals (80.6%, n = 137).
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Table 3. Consumer Willingness to Pay for Various Characteristics of Produce
f (%)
Item
I am willing to pay more for locally grown
fruits & vegetables.
I am willing to pay more for fruits &
vegetables grown without chemicals.
I am willing to pay more for tastier fruits &
vegetables.
I am willing to pay more for healthier fruits &
vegetables.
I am willing to pay more for consistently
available fruits & vegetables.
I am willing to pay more for less damaged
fruits & vegetables.
I am willing to pay more for fresher fruits &
vegetables.

1

2

3

4

5

9(5.3)

39(23.1)

34(20.1)

76(45.0)

11(6.5)

—

10(5.9)

23(13.5)

110(64.7)

27(15.9)

1(0.6)

5(2.9)

19(11.2)

113(66.5)

32(18.8)

—

4(2.4)

13(7.6)

110(64.7)

43(25.3)

1(0.6)

15(8.8)

46(27.1)

87(51.2)

21(12.4)

4(2.4)

13(7.6)

31(18.2)

106(62.4)

16(9.4)

1(0.6)

6(3.5)

19(11.2)

120(70.6)

24(14.1)

Scale Mean = 3.80, SD = .55
Scale Alpha = .83
Note: 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4 = Agree, 5 = Strongly
Agree.

Objective three sought to examine any relationships among the three constructs in objectives one
and two. Spearman’s correlation coefficient analyses revealed statistically significant
correlations between consumer perceptions about the characteristics of produce based on origin
and consumer perceptions about the methods used to grow produce (rs = .20, p < .05).
Statistically significant correlations were also found between consumer perceptions about the
characteristics of produce based on origin and consumer perceived willingness to pay for various
characteristics of produce (rs = .37, p < .001); and consumer perceptions about the methods used
to grow produce and consumer perceived willingness to pay for various characteristics of
produce (rs = .34, p < .001). Based on Hopkins’ effect size interpretations, as described by
Kotrlik and Williams (2003), the correlations were determined to be small (.10 - .30) to moderate
(.30 - .50).
Objective four explored the relationships of gender and age with Consumer Perceptions of
Produce Point of Origin, Growing Method, and Willingness to Pay. The relationships of gender
were analyzed using t-tests and the relationships of age were analyzed using ANOVA tests. The
construct means were used for analysis. The results of the t-tests can be found in Table 4. There
were 79 male (46.5 %) and 90 female (52.9 %) respondents; one respondent did not genderidentify. There was a statistically significant difference (p < .05) between males (M = 3.70, SD =
.57) and females (M = 3.87, SD = .54) on consumer perceptions of produce origin [t(167) = 2.01,
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p < .05]. According to Cohen (1988), the overall relationship of gender with this construct (d =
.31) was small. No statistically significant differences were found between gender categories
and consumer perceptions of the methods used to grow produce nor were there statistically
significant differences between gender categories and perceived willingness to pay for various
characteristics of produce.
Table 4. Means, Standard Deviations, and t-Tests for the Relationship of Gender and
Consumer Perceptions of Produce Point of Origin, Growing Method, and Willingness to Pay
Male

Female

M

SD

M

SD

t(167)

p

Cohen’s d

Produce origin

3.70

.57

3.87

.54

2.01

.046

.31a

Produce growing method

4.25

.46

4.11

.41

1.67

.096

.26a

Perceived willingness to pay

3.79

.51

3.81

.59

0.28

.780

.04a

Variable

a

Low effect size (d = .2); medium effect size (d = .5); large effect size (d = .8) (Cohen, 1988).

To examine the relationships of age with consumers’ perceptions, age clusters were assigned by
generation classification (Williams, Page, Petrosky, & Hernandez, 2010). They were assigned
as: Millennials (ages 20–37, n = 55); Gen X (ages 38–49, n = 34); and Baby Boomers (ages 50–
68, n = 76). There were only seven respondents in the Depression category (ages 69–85); those
respondents were combined with the Baby Boomers for analysis. Five consumers did not
indicate their age. An ANOVA was used to explore the relationships of age on consumer
perceptions of produce point of origin, growing method, and willingness to pay. No significant
differences were found. The results are shown in Table 5.
Table 5. Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Way Analyses of Variance for the
Relationship of Age on Consumer Perceptions of Produce Point of Origin, Growing Method,
and Willingness to Pay
Millennial
Variable

Gen X

Baby
Boomers/
Depressions

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

F(2, 164)

p

Produce origin

3.77

.52

3.75

.50

3.83

.62

.27

.764

Produce growing method

4.28

.51

4.26

.53

4.34

.47

.47

.624

Perceived willingness to pay

3.75

.51

3.84

.59

3.82

.58

.37

.692
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Conclusions
The first objective sought to describe consumers' perceptions of the characteristics of fruits and
vegetables in terms of produce origin and growing method. The data indicated that consumers
believed locally grown produce is better than imported in terms of nutrition, freshness, taste, and
economical impact. Consumers also believed produce grown without chemicals are better than
conventionally grown in terms of health benefits, taste, and environmental impacts. These
findings are in agreement with previous research that found consumers have positive perceptions
of locally grown foods (Chamberlain et al., 2013) and organic foods (Narine et al., 2015; Shafie
& Rennie, 2012). Consumers did agree, however, that produce grown with chemicals is more
visually pleasing than organically grown produce.
Objective two sought to describe consumers’ willingness to pay for fruits and vegetables in terms
of produce origin and growing method. Although consumers held an overall positive perception
of locally grown produce, there were fewer individuals who agreed or strongly agreed to the
willingness to pay for such items and related characteristics. Consumers responded with strong
agreement that they would be willing to pay more for produce grown without chemicals.
However, when a statement asked about willingness to pay more for specific characteristics
associated with organic production (e.g., healthier), consumers indicated more neutral or slight
willingness to pay more. These findings are in alignment with the studies of locally grown food
and organic food (Chamberlain et al., 2013; Padel & Foster, 2005; Shafie & Rennie, 2012; Smith
& Paladino, 2010). These studies show that consumers are not necessarily willing to pay more
for foods based on the constructs of produce origin and growing method. There are limiting
factors unique to each category, but a common factor is that consumers are mindful of costs and
do not want to overpay.
Objective three examined the relationships among consumer perceptions about the characteristics
of produce based on origin, consumer perceptions about the methods used to grow produce, and
consumer perceived willingness to pay for various characteristics of produce using correlation
analysis. The analysis found a small correlation between consumer perceptions of produce
origin and growing methods. It can be speculated, based on the findings in objective one and the
writings of Padel and Foster (2005) and Smith and Paladino (2010), that many of the
characteristics associated with locally grown and organic production evoke positive emotions in
consumers, and the emotions may also be the same or similar, ultimately creating a correlational
relationship between the two constructs.
The correlation between consumer perceptions of produce based on origin and willingness to pay
was moderate, as was the correlation between consumer perceptions of produce based on
growing method and willingness to pay. These correlations are not surprising with the positive
perceptions of the constructs found in objective one and the indication of willingness to pay
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more for such characteristics in objective two. Although correlations exist between both produce
origin and growing method and willingness to pay, Feldmann and Hamm (2015) found
indications of willingness to pay are “biased and overestimated because consumers often state
that they would pay higher prices for certain product attributes than they actually do in real
purchase situations” (p. 158).
Objective four examined relationships between the three constructs and respondent gender and
age. Significant differences were found between males and females in their perceptions of
produce origin. In this study, and in accordance with the findings of Chamberlain et al. (2013)
and Feldmann and Hamm (2015), females were found to have a higher mean score than males in
their perception of local produce. There were no significant differences found between males
and females in their perceptions of produce growing method or their willingness to pay. This is
contradictory to the findings of Narine et al. (2015) and Yue and Tong (2009) who found that
females generally have more favorable perceptions of organic growing methods.
Previous studies found age to be a factor in consumer perceptions of produce point of origin with
respect to growing method and willingness to pay (Feldmann & Hamm, 2015; Muhammad et al.,
2015; Narine et al., 2015; Shafie & Rennie, 2012; Smith & Paladino, 2010; Yue & Tong, 2009).
In this study, however, there were no significant differences found among Millennials, Gen
X’ers, and Baby Boomers/Depressions in any of these constructs.
Discussion
According to Ajzen (1988), to understand behavior it is important to understand an individual’s
intention toward said behavior. Intention is comprised of attitude toward the behavior, the
subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control. This study explored consumer perceptions in
Trinidad market places about produce point of origin, produce growing methods, and their
perceived willingness to pay for these characteristics. This information is beneficial for
Extension educators and producers in Trinidad and beyond. Narine et al. (2015) noted the
demographic characteristics related to Trinidadian consumers’ willingness to pay for produce
was similar to that of other developed countries. Therefore, parallels may be drawn when
creating marketing and educational materials for these audiences.
Although sampling measures were taken to stratify the data and there was evidence of ecological
validity (Fraenkel et al., 2012), this study was limited by the sampling procedure. Future studies
should use random sampling techniques to mitigate error and allow the findings to be
generalizable to a greater population. This study was also limited by questionnaire completion
methods. The questionnaire was designed to be self-administered but, in many cases, the
respondents requested that the researchers read the statements to them and complete the
questionnaire for them. The respondents were literate but requested the reading of the

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Full Issue, Volume 5, Number 3

51

Consumer Perceptions of Fruit and Vegetable Origin, Growing Methods, and Willingness to Pay

48

instrument as a sign of commitment by the researchers. This restricted the number of
instruments collected as each had to be read aloud.
In alignment with previous studies, consumers in this study indicated positive perceptions of
locally sourced produce grown without chemicals and have neutral to slight agreement with
statements indicating a willingness to pay more for related characteristics. Although one might
expect a stronger agreement in willingness to pay based on the strong preferences for these
characteristics and the recent study conducted by Narine et al. (2015), a review of literature
conducted by Feldmann and Hamm (2015) found discrepancies in willingness to pay and actual
behavior. Other limitations to purchasing locally sourced and organically produced foods,
regardless of a consumer’s intention, could have included cost, time, aesthetics, convenience,
branding, taste, freshness, and availability (Hu et al., 2012). This is corroborated by Ajzen
(1988) who wrote that predicting behavior is also dependent on non-motivational factors. Other
influencing factors could have been the data collection procedures and unmeasured demographic
characteristics, such as education level, of the obtained sample.
When looking into the relationships of the demographic characteristics measured in this study, it
was interesting to find the only significant difference between males and females was in relation
to produce origin, with women indicating more favorable perceptions toward locally grown fruits
and vegetables. Due to the small effect size (Cohen, 1988), caution is advised when interpreting
this finding. Previous studies also found that females generally indicate more support for
organically grown produce (Chamberlain et al., 2013; Feldmann & Hamm, 2015; Narine et al.,
2015). There was no difference found between male and female perceptions of production
method in this study. There was no difference found in male and female willingness to pay for
these characteristics, which is also contrary to previous findings. In other studies, females
generally have indicated willingness to pay higher prices for both locally and organically grown
produce (Narine et al., 2015; Yue & Tong, 2009).
Similarly, generational categories are a demographic characteristic that has received much
attention regarding produce origin, growing method, and willingness to pay. Previous studies
identified conflicting results as to which age group has more favorable perspectives and higher
willingness to pay (Muhammad et al., 2015; Narine et al., 2015; Shafie & Rennie, 2012; Yue &
Tong, 2009). This study found no significant differences between age and any of the three
constructs.
The theory of planned behavior shows the reciprocal relationships between attitude, subjective
norms, and perceived behavioral control as inputs into intention and behavior. Consumers in this
study may have responded in accordance with how they felt subjective norms, or social
pressures, expected them to respond versus their actual belief or level of belief (Ajzen, 1988;
Luna & Gupta, 2001). This study did not investigate subjective norms, but some speculation can
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be made based on the findings of this study and how information flows in the theory of planned
behavior. There may be a positive social perception of locally grown and organically produced
foods held by the respondents, because although they did not indicate a willingness to pay more
for such items, they did have positive attitudes about these constructs.
Recommendations
As previously mentioned, the demographic characteristics that are related to Trinidadian
consumers’ willingness to pay for produce has been found to be similar to that of other
developed countries (Narine et al., 2015). Therefore, Extension educators in the U.S. may apply
the findings of this study to their work. The findings of this study highlight the opportunities for
Extension educators who work with producers who sell directly to consumers at local markets
and those who produce organically. Extension educators who work with these producers can
help them to tailor their marketing strategies to better target consumers. Incorporating the results
of this study, producers able to promote locally grown produce may find added success in
developing supplemental marketing strategies targeting females. Based on this study, there is no
apparent need to develop marketing strategies targeting a specific gender regarding organic
production. Similarly, there were no differences in generational categories as to preference for
locally or organically grown produce. All generational categories had positive perceptions of
these categories. Further research into generation-specific marketing techniques may prove
helpful if producers are trying to reach a particular age group. This study also found that
consumers indicated willingness to pay more for these produce characteristics. Other studies
have also shown an increased willingness to pay for these characteristics (Feldmann & Hamm,
2015), so individual research into local market demand and prices is recommended.
Further research on subjective norms and perceived behavioral control as it pertains to the
constructs in this study would give a better understanding of consumer intention and behavior.
This information, in conjunction with the findings of this study, would provide Extension
educators with detailed information to assist producers in developing marketing strategies
targeted at a specific behavior.
Using current dissemination methods and sources, as described by Ganpat et al. (2014), and
implementing new distance education models (Dolly & Kissoonsingh, 2006), Extension
educators should also develop educational materials to help producers develop or alter their
production methods to meet the expectations of consumers and to better market their produce in
the marketplace. It is also a way for Extension to ensure stakeholders have the appropriate
knowledge, skills, and technologies to produce in a way that will allow them to be successful in
the market places. Previous research has shown that producers in Trinidad use a variety of
growing methods and can be innovative to meet the desires of the consumers (Sandlin, 2015).
Furthermore, Extension educators can incorporate this information into their educational or
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applied research programs to raise public awareness of farmer practices and research-based
information about produce point of origin and growing methods.
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Role of Extension in Building Sustainable Partnerships with
Multiple Stakeholders for Land Conservation
John M. Diaz
University of Florida
Robert E. Bardon
Dennis Hazel
Jackie Bruce
K.S.U. Jayaratne
North Carolina State University
The complexity of issues facing rural landscapes in the United States has resulted
in a shift from the traditional Extension model to a partnership building
approach. In North Carolina, Extension was charged with coordinating a
partnership with a diverse set of stakeholders representing the interests of
working lands, conservation, and national defense to address shared land
compatibility issues. Using a single case study design, we evaluate the role of
Extension in the coordination of diverse stakeholder groups for conservation of
rural landscapes to protect the military training mission based on insights from
the North Carolina Sentinel Landscapes Partnership. The case study includes
analysis of key informant interviews and organizational documents through the
constant comparative method that provides themes for Extension to consider for
such efforts. We found that Extension plays a leadership role in convening a
diverse set of interests, facilitating organizational development and educating a
broad range of stakeholders. We provide eight key recommendations to
accelerate the process of initiation and implementation of such efforts based on
an ability to implement a realistic and feasible program that is informed by
knowledge of what works elsewhere.
Keywords: partnership building, diverse stakeholders, rural landscapes, military
training
Introduction
Public agencies responsible for managing rural landscapes across the United States (U.S.) are
experiencing increasingly difficult challenges in the face of complex environmental problems
and decreasing budgets (Layman, Doll, & Peter, 2013; Wondolleck & Yaffee, 2000). Once such
agency is the Department of Defense (DoD) that is dealing with issues of unplanned
Direct correspondence to John M. Diaz at john.diaz@ufl.edu
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development and the encroachment of incompatible land uses that compromise their ability to
effectively train for the purposes of national defense. The DoD has traditionally addressed land
compatibility issues by working with local governments to develop favorable zoning and
environmental management activities (Urban Land Institute, 2006). Following the
implementation of such strategies, military leadership developed a new understanding of the
complexity of these land compatibility issues creating a new DoD commitment to collaboration
and regional partnerships across large landscapes.
As a result, The Office of the Secretary of Defense created the Conservation Partnering Program,
now known as the Readiness and Environmental Protection Integration (REPI) program. REPI
was designed to complement traditional efforts and provide a new approach by allowing the
military to partner with other organizations through REPI projects to achieve land-use
compatibility (DoD REPI Program, 2013). REPI allows the DoD to fund cost-sharing
partnerships among a diverse group of stakeholders that are intended to support military
readiness by protecting compatible land uses and preserving natural habitat on non-DoD lands
(DoD REPI Program, 2013). These programs have now set the stage for the Sentinel Landscapes
approach that was officially announced by the DoD in 2013. This is an approach that calls for
federal, state, and local collaboration dedicated to promoting natural resource sustainability in
areas surrounding military installations (Sentinel Landscapes, 2016).
The North Carolina Sentinel Landscapes Partnership represents an example of the new direction
for conserving rural landscapes through multiple stakeholder partnerships including the military.
The partnership was formed to develop coordinated strategies to address land compatibility
issues that equally threaten the future of working lands, natural resource conservation, and
military readiness which comprise the foundations of three major engines of the state’s economy
(North Carolina Department of Environment and Natural Resources [NCDENR], 2012). The
military positioned Extension into a leadership role in the coordination and management of the
partnership to leverage its statewide reach, resources, and working relationships with various
organizations and key stakeholder groups. In addition, the military lacked the skillset necessary
to coordinate such an effort and realized the ability of Extension to serve as the coordinating
entity.
While some military partnerships have been cited for their success, Lachman, Wong, and Resetar
(2007) explain that guidance is often inadequate, and as a result, there are inefficiencies in the
execution of partnership projects. These inefficiencies have caused confusion among partners,
specifically within their joint efforts. The overall lack of guidance has also resulted in an
inefficient use of time and money as a result of needing to redo things and resolve conflict during
implementation (Lachman et al., 2007).
To date, no formal evaluation exists that demonstrates how Extension may effectively coordinate
effective partnerships for the conservation of rural landscapes to protect the military training
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mission. The body of research has focused on project-level efforts between installations and
their local communities leaving a significant gap in understanding how to lead an effective
military-based landscape-scale partnership. This research was conducted to fill this knowledge
gap.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative case study is to determine and describe the role of Extension in
the coordination and management of a partnership involving multiple stakeholders, including the
U.S. military, for large-scale land conservation. In order to accomplish these goals, the
following guiding questions were established:




What roles did individuals and partnering organizations play in the collaboration?
How did the efforts of Extension impact the overall success of the partnership?
What communication and problem-solving processes were considered priorities by
people in leadership positions?

Study Area
North Carolina is a rapidly urbanizing state. It is the 9th most populated state in the nation and
by 2030 it is projected to rise to the 7th largest, with 12.2 million people (Colby & Ortman,
2015). This rapid growth is having a significant impact on North Carolina’s rural landscape on
which the military depends for their training operations. North Carolina is a national leader in
the net loss of both farmland and forest land due to urbanization that represents a decline in land
uses compatible with military training (NCDENR, 2012). The result is a loss of approximately
eighty-five percent of flight training airspace in the eastern part of the state (NCDENR, 2012).
Additionally, the military in North Carolina is the second largest economic sector in the state,
just behind agriculture (Nienow, Harder, Cole, & Lea, 2008). North Carolina has the third
largest military population in the nation, home to the largest army installation and the world’s
largest DoD amphibious training complex (DoD REPI Program, 2015; NC Military Foundation,
2015). North Carolina leadership has a vested interest in the sustainability of rural landscapes
that contribute approximately $100 billion to the state’s economy and provide irreplaceable
ecosystem services that promotes environmental quality (NCDENR, 2012).
The Partnership
Study participants represent a range of organizations including academia, state agriculture and
environmental agencies, military, environmental and agricultural nongovernment organizations,
and economic development organizations. They include key stakeholders involved in the
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creation of the partnership, members of the overall steering committee, or key collaborators
involved in partnership projects. These stakeholders play an important role in the Sentinel
Landscapes Partnership, which began with focusing on four initiatives designed to conserve and
protect the interests the partnership values — working lands, conservation, and national defense.
These initiatives include developing and implementing tools that foster landscape-scale
conservation, creating and delivering a working lands conservation professional training and
landowner outreach program, increasing the military’s local purchasing capacity, and testing an
innovative conservation strategy focused on compensating private landowners for placing term
limited restrictions on their property.
Conceptual Framework
Developing a successful partnership with multiple stakeholders is an emergent process that
requires time and effort because collaboration does not happen overnight. A planned and phased
approach is needed for partnerships to build the necessary foundation that requires subsequent
stages to flourish (Caffyn, 2000; Duffield, Olson, & Kerzman, 2013; Kelsey & Mariger, 2003;
Lachapelle, Austin, & Clark, 2010; Ram, Corkindale, & Wu, 2013; Wildridge, Childs, Cawthra,
& Madge, 2004). To make sure that progress is sustained as the collaboration grows, partners
must find effective means of making decisions and of ensuring accountability (Caffyn, 2000;
Diaz, Jayaratne, Bardon, & Hazel, 2014; Duffield et al., 2013; Guion, 2010; Ram et al., 2013;
Wildridge et al., 2004).
Effective and enduring processes emerge through frequent, structured dialogues that develop
network level values, norms, and trust, enabling social mechanisms to coordinate and monitor
behavior (Bryson, Crosby, & Stone, 2006; Lachapelle et al., 2010; Ram et al., 2013; Wondolleck
& Yaffee, 2000). Collective ownership of decisions and explicit responsibilities within the
collaboration are needed to enhance accountability among individual members. Also, clarity
about respective partners’ responsibilities has been postulated to enhance partnership synergy by
fostering perceptions of interdependence (Caffyn, 2000; Duffield et al., 2013; Wildridge et al.,
2004).
Building social capital through collaborative partnerships is frequently cited as an attribute of
successful initiatives and includes building local social networks, norms, and trust (Gruber,
2010; Melaville & Blank, 1991). Successful partnerships mobilize resources, access expertise
and ideas outside their organizations, and build political support that enable them to proceed
(Barnhardt, 2015; Bryson et al., 2006; Duffield et al., 2013; Melaville & Blank, 1991;
Wondellock & Yaffee, 2000). Appropriate commitment from leadership is important especially
if key decision makers establish personal connections that promote the development of trust.
Trust specifically is touted as a vital ingredient of successful partnerships (Duffield et al., 2013;
Wildridge et al., 2004).
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For partnerships to endure, mutual gain must be perceived by and actualized for all members.
Mutual gain addresses various sets of implicit or explicit principles, rules, and norms around
which actors’ expectations converge in a given area (Kelsey & Mariger, 2003; Krasner, 1983;
Lachapelle et al., 2010). Creating new opportunities for stakeholders to engage in collaboration
is crucial to put issues on the agenda and to generate the ideas that can achieve change
(Barnhardt, 2015; Bryson et al., 2006; Melaville & Blank, 1991). It is necessary to establish
parallel structures and groups that allow for both formal and informal involvement as
circumstances demand (Gruber, 2010).
The United States Department of Agriculture, Department of the Interior, and Department of
Defense understand that a partnership approach built upon regional collaboration is necessary for
the conservation of rural landscapes that are important to each organization’s mission (Sentinel
Landscapes, 2016). The challenge is finding an organization to take the lead in effectively
integrating these diverse interests into an effective partnership. The North Carolina Sentinel
Landscapes Partnership leveraged Extension to take on that leadership role. This paper focuses
on developing a better understanding of what the role is and the effectiveness of Extension’s
efforts based on the perception of key stakeholder leadership.
Methods
Using a holistic, single case study design (Yin, 2013), we explored Extension’s role in
facilitating multiple stakeholder group processes for cross-sector partnerships within the Sentinel
Landscapes Partnership as well as the partners’ expectations and impressions of Extension in
developing a successful partnership. Due to the nature of this exploratory study, we wanted to
include the key stakeholders of the Sentinel Landscapes partnership as the source of information
in data collection. Therefore, we used the purposive sampling method (Berg, 2004) to ensure the
representation of key stakeholders of the partnership in the study sample. A discussion with the
lead Extension person of the partnership and review of partnership documents and meetings were
used to identify individuals for the study sample to represent various groups of the partnership.
The institutional review board (IRB) approved this study and informed consent was obtained
from all participants.
A semi-structured interview protocol was developed using Melaville and Blank’s (1991)
theoretical framework for cross-sector partnerships. Telephone and in-person interviews were
conducted with 13 participants representing program leadership and the interests of the working
lands, conservation, and national defense. The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed
for analysis. The partnership also granted access to organizational documents. A constant
comparative approach was used to analyze interview transcripts, and as part of the constant
comparative method, content analysis was completed during data triangulation to analyze
organizational documents (Merriam, 2009).
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Interview data are presented within the findings section using designated identification numbers
for participants (for example, Participant 1) to ensure the anonymity of the participants. Data
from organizational documents are presented within findings using document identification
numbers (for example, Document 1) to reduce unnecessary length. The findings of this study are
specific to the North Carolina Sentinel Landscapes Partnership, but lessons learned may be
applicable to better understand similar partnerships in other locations.
Trustworthiness
Multiple measures were taken to ensure the credibility of the findings in order to promote
research quality (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Trustworthiness of this study was founded on four
tenets (Berg, 2004; Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Creswell, 1998; Dooley, 2007; Krefting, 1991;
Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2009). These tenets include credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability.
Credibility. Credibility requires prolonged engagement (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), persistent
observation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), data triangulation (Berg, 2004), member checks (Creswell,
1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985), peer debriefing (Creswell, 1998; Dooley, 2007), and negative case
analysis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The researchers were engaged with the partnership for
approximately three years, which allowed for the development of a holistic and comprehensive
understanding of the case and the development of trust among study participants. Over the three
years of engagement, the researchers had the opportunity to observe the participants by attending
over twenty in-person partnership meetings, over thirty partnership conference calls, four
partnership-related landowner workshops, and three other miscellaneous partnership events
resulting in hundreds of hours of engagement and observation.
Researchers analyzed documents and triangulated those against the semi-structured interview
data in order to gain a deeper understanding of the findings that emerged (Berg, 2004). After
each interview was transcribed, the researchers provided the participants transcripts of their
interviews to check for accuracy. Participants were also able to review rough drafts of the
researchers’ work in order to correct or provide substitute language (Creswell, 1998).
A team of peers was formed to take part in the debriefing process based on their knowledge of
the partnership, qualitative methods, and partnership evaluation. After each step in the analysis,
process researchers created a memorandum for the team, updating them on the study process and
data analysis. The peer debrief team provided guidance throughout the process by suggesting
revisions to categories and reviewing themes with the researchers. Once feedback was provided,
the researchers would correct and change the developing analysis.
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Negative case analysis was conducted to explore all exceptions that emerged during analysis
through subsequent interviews and literature review to account for the exception and confirm
patterns emerging from the data. This analysis provided overall direction for the presentation of
study findings but was not explicitly stated within the findings themselves. It was used as a
measure to ensure that the research process was not pursuing interpretations of events that were
not shared among multiple participants or presented in previous studies.
Transferability. In order to promote the reader’s ability to transfer the findings of the study to
his or her own context (transferability), the insights and lessons learned are richly described
along with the population of interest and study context. By developing this comprehensive view,
the researchers facilitate the reader’s ability to identify the commonalities and differences as it
relates to their case and ultimately judge how the associated findings may transfer (Creswell,
1998; Krefting, 1991).
Dependability. To ensure the dependability of the study, a dependability audit trail (Berg, 2004;
Dooley, 2007) was constructed based on detailed notes taken throughout the study. This audit
trail was then used to conduct an inquiry audit that leveraged the input of external researchers to
evaluate the researchers’ ability to outline a process for replication. Each auditor was provided
detailed notes that outlined the overall research process, the evolution of the process through
analysis, and associated thoughts and decisions during the process.
Confirmability. A closely related confirmability audit trail was also constructed in order to
authenticate the confirmability of the study. The confirmability audit was conducted at the same
time as the dependability audit, requiring the auditors to evaluate whether the data and
interpretations made were supported by material in the audit trail, were internally coherent, and
represented more than the researchers’ biased perspective (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The audit
trail provided detail for how data were collected, how categories were derived, and how
decisions were made throughout the inquiry (Merriam, 2009). The audit trail provided an
organizational structure to understand the relationship between the conclusions, interpretations,
and recommendations by clearly linking to the data sources themselves. Triangulation was also
used to increase confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The researchers used multiple methods
of triangulation, including triangulation of sources and analyst triangulation to help facilitate a
deeper understanding of the phenomenon of interest.
To help maintain objectivity, the researchers developed a reflexive journal that allowed the
researchers to track methodological decisions and study logistics as well as the researchers’ own
values and interests. Journal entries were completed before and after every interview as well as
throughout the process to keep bias in check and keep the researchers on track. The researchers
documented bias that related to both personal experience and beliefs as well as experience with
the partnership throughout the research process. Journaling allowed the researchers to review

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Full Issue, Volume 5, Number 3

63

Role of Extension in Building Sustainable Partnerships

60

data and reflect on personal variables that may have affected the interview and data collection
process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Findings
Through data analysis, five key themes emerged as key strategies and/or processes that
Extension should consider for the coordination of working partnerships to conserve rural
landscapes that protect the military training mission. These themes are
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Bringing together diverse partners,
Planning, evaluation and monitoring,
Steering committees and workgroups,
Engagement structure, and
Strategic communication and education.

Direct quotes from the study participants are included to provide insights from their perspective.
Bringing Together Diverse Partners
Before the partnership was established, Extension held brainstorming meetings that included
approximately 30 different agencies and organizations (Appendix) that represented the interests
of rural landscapes (Document 1). Extension facilitated discussion among the group to develop
an understanding of how these diverse stakeholders could move forward in a collaborative
fashion. A longstanding partner echoed the sentiment of all interviewees expressing that a key
strength was Extension’s ability to “leverage pre-existing relationships to [bring multiple
stakeholder groups together] to create a diverse partnership” (Participant 1). The partnership was
able to coalesce based on a complex network of previously established working relationships
related to university and Extension projects ranging from mapping installation footprints to
evaluating landowner interests in conservation incentive programs (Document 2).
In fact, one of the partners cited Extension’s ability to leverage its “relationship with both Camp
Lejeune and Farm Bureau” (Participant 8) as a key factor to getting the partnership off the
ground. Leaders of the partnership also cited the work of program champions leveraged by
Extension as being important toward overall program success. The program champions were
cited by multiple partners as being “a force in making sure this project stayed on everybody’s
radar” (Participant 4) and having “done a lot to open things up with the military installations and
[provide support for] a lot of the [partnership initiatives]” (Participant 13).
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Planning, Evaluation, and Monitoring
Extension evoked a stakeholder driven approach to ensure the partnership was orienting itself
with the problem in a comprehensive manner based on the shared vision of the partners thus
developing goals that would achieve mutual gain. The primary military representative expressed
the opinion of several partners explaining that “goals and objectives for the program were
approached in a very holistic manner” (Participant 2). The specific model used by the
partnership to guide program planning is the Targeting Outcomes of Programs (TOP) Model
(Rockwell & Bennett, 2004), which is a commonly used model in Cooperative Extension. This
model was used to ensure that the partnership was able to develop an effective theory of change
while also providing a seamless link to program evaluation efforts (Document 3).
The partnership established two types of evaluation to determine program performance within
the TOP Model. The process evaluation measured the resources used, activities held,
participation, and participant reactions (Document 3). The outcomes evaluation was developed
to measure changes in participant knowledge, attitudes, skills, and aspirations (KASA);
participant behavior; and social, environmental, and economic outcomes. Extension faculty and
staff developed the evaluation plan to collect quantitative and qualitative data as indicators of
program performance during process and outcome evaluations. The partnership collaboratively
developed a utilization plan for the program evaluation results which were divided into three
categories: program improvement, partnership accountability, and program marketing
(Document 3).
The partnership did ensure a sense of collaborative accountability among the members of the
partnership and other key stakeholders through regular program reporting of implemented
activities and associated impacts (Document 4). Program reporting was originally structured
around the deliverables identified in the program proposal and subsequent agreement but was
later aligned with their strategic plan. Multiple partners expressed their belief that “the reporting
side help[ed] ground [the partnership] programs in contractual metrics” (Participant 10) and
would be able to then “report them out programmatically to another program lead” (Participant
11). The partners explained that the reporting structure worked well. A founding partner
explained that its effectiveness was a result of its focus on “accountability of the dollars but also
of what was accomplished and with whom” (Participant 11).
Steering Committees and Workgroups
Multiple partners explained that by having Extension develop “a formal steering committee and
a core team” (Participant 12), it provided much needed “structure” (Participant 4) and a shift to
“thinking strategically that [wasn’t] fully realized the first couple years” (Participant 7). In order
to represent the organizational mandates and interests of the partnership and the broader
landscape of working lands, conservation, and national defense, Extension brought in leadership
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from each of the partnering organizations to be included in the partnership steering committee
(Document 5). The steering committee was responsible for setting partnership policies and
guiding the direction of the partnership which was facilitated by Extension specialists.
Extension also brought together key stakeholders into a committee structure to consider the
feasibility of developing a framework for ecosystem markets in eastern North Carolina to
promote compatible resource uses (Document 5). The stakeholders formed three committees
(science, economics, and policy) to aid in the planning process. A couple of partners included in
the initial leadership group explained how the partnership benefited from the use of “a hybrid
between those three [committees] and the steering committee” (Participant 12) with the intent
“that the core team [would] push things forward” (Participant 7). One of these partners further
explained that by “having that structure in place [it would continue to] ensure buy-in”
(Participant 7).
The partnership evoked a tiered approach for approving planning documents including the
strategic plan, evaluation plan, and communications plan as well as partnership activities
(Document 6). During this process, the steering committee was given an opportunity to gain
feedback from external stakeholders so that the partnership was in tune with the broader needs of
the context of management. One of the program leads expressed what multiple partners saw as a
value-added as “the [committee structure] makes sure that each of the elements are focusing on
the prime objectives of the Sentinel Landscapes and not going down rabbit holes that are of little
or no value to the overall strategy of Sentinel Landscapes” (Participant 10).
Engagement Structure
Extension faculty and staff worked with the partners to develop a set meeting schedule that the
partners felt “were appropriately spaced” (Participant 10) by ensuring that “all had input on when
that exact date and time was going to be set permanently” (Participant 12). A program lead
thought this approach was beneficial and explained that it “works best if you have set meeting
dates that everyone can put on their calendar” (Participant 12). Another program lead vocalized
the importance of “consisten[cy] with communication and meetings” explaining that “once you
lose communication you cannot build trust” (Participant 4).
Extension developed a robust engagement structure that included face-to-face quarterly
meetings, and telephone and email exchanges based on lessons learned through the pilot process
(Document 7). While one of the partners expressed that “the frequency with which
communication occurred telephonically was beneficial to keeping all of the players informed”
(Participant 11), another partner echoed the sentiment of the group that “being able to meet faceto-face was critical” (Participant 6). Even though all partners interviewed expressed that the
face-to-face social interactions were critical, the initial quarterly meetings did not achieve all of
their intended results. A program lead explained that the initial format produced a “forum [that]
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was conducive to interchanges between the element leads and the program office” (Participant
10).
Based on this realization, Extension helped to develop and facilitate a new social interaction
structure for the quarterly meetings that promoted group discussion among the attendees to
explore links between the program elements as well as external programs (Document 8).
Multiple program leaders expressed their satisfaction with the change in structure. One partner
explained that the “meetings improved over time when they became less of a stand up and report
out and more interaction and discussion” (Participant 1), while another partner explained that “if
[the new format for quarterly meetings] would have been done all through the process, you
would have maybe some different outcomes, maybe additional outcomes than what we have
seen” (Participant 12).
Strategic Communication and Education
The communication approach initially evoked by the partnership was summarized by one of the
university partners as being less about formal structures and processes and more about “an open
line of communication” (Participant 7). The majority of partners expressed the importance of
maintaining an open line of communication for the development of trust. A program lead
explained that “the process of communication was [at] multiple levels” (Participant 4) where the
core leadership would serve as advocacy group for the Sentinel Landscapes efforts, targeting
priority groups “with other organizational activities like the working lands group” (Participant
4).
Reflecting on their initial experience with the program pilot, the military partners expressed that
“[the partnership] underestimated how new this would be viewed by a lot of different groups”
(Participant 2) and in turn “underestimated that that newness required a degree of
communication that exceeded what [the partnership] was communicating” (Participant 2). A
program lead echoed a realization shared by many in the partnership that efficacy hinged on
“sharing of information between cylinder groups of folks that had different assignments or
different responsibilities in government or in the private sector” (Participant 4). This partner
believed that this process was important to “link things together and develop a common
knowledge of what each [group] was doing and how it interfaced” (Participant 4).
Extension faculty and staff understood the need for a more structured approach leading to the
facilitation and development of a communication plan in collaboration with the partnership
steering committee. The communication plan was built upon the integrative model of social
marketing which evokes the marketing approach of the four P’s: Product, Price, Place and
Promotion (Document 9). The partnership also realized the importance of educating agency and
organizational professionals as well as landowners on the strategies for conserving working
lands. The Forestry and Environmental Outreach Program within the Cooperative Extension
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System developed a Working Lands Conservation Program that includes a professional
development component for agency representatives and a landowner outreach targeting
landowners involved in farming, forestry, and conservation (Document 10).
Discussion and Conclusion
Developing a successful partnership is a complex process that requires a significant investment
among leadership to develop the necessary foundation for sustained success. The case of the
North Carolina Sentinel Landscapes Partnership is helpful to understand how Extension could
effectively serve in a leadership role for coordinating military-based, cross-sector partnerships
for the sustainability of rural landscapes. Promoting a shared vision among partners is the first
step necessary for any partnership to endure beyond initial efforts because mutual gain must be
perceived by all (Kelsey & Mariger, 2003; Krasner, 1983; Lachapelle et al., 2010). By bringing
together a diverse group of partners based on a recognized need and prior joint achievement,
Extension successfully positioned the partnership for the development of a shared vision. This is
a significant success when the military is involved as their interests are somewhat unique within
the realm of conservation.
Approaching the partnership from a position of mutual gain helped the partnership build the
necessary social capital that the literature identifies as another important precursor for the
success of partnership initiatives (Barnhardt, 2015; Bryson et al., 2006; Duffield et al., 2013;
Gruber, 2010; Melaville & Blank, 1991; Wondellock & Yaffee, 2000). The partnership was able
to develop trust among its members because they perceived that all interests were being
incorporated, not simply those of the military, and resulted in a Sentinel Landscapes “social
network” with widespread participation in collaborative ventures. Extension accessed the social
network to leverage a breadth of expertise and ideas from external organizations and built
political support that enabled the partnership to proceed. In conjunction with the work of
dedicated program champions, the partnership was successful in mobilizing resources
(specifically funding) over a large landscape to ensure the partnership could continue to move
forward.
The creation of these new opportunities for collaboration allowed for meaningful discussions of
issues between the DoD and potential partners for the development of strategies that have the
capacity to achieve desired results of land-compatibility (Barnhardt, 2015; Bryson et al., 2006;
Lachapelle et al., 2010; Melaville & Blank, 1991; Ram et al., 2013; Wondolleck & Yaffee,
2000). Extension was able to facilitate a stakeholder-driven approach through the creation and
utilization of a partnership steering committee that allowed for the formal involvement of
federal, state, and local agencies and organizations into partnership decision making. Extension
provided a means for partners to see diverse aspects of a problem and develop mutual gain
solutions that may not have been possible within their limited perspectives. Additionally,
Extension faculty were able to develop effective and enduring processes through an engagement
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structure that was agreed upon by all members. This structure promoted frequent, structured
exchanges that helped to develop ground rules, build trust, and help to coordinate and monitor
behavior.
In addition, Extension facilitated a sense of collective ownership of decisions and explicit
responsibilities within the collaboration based on program evaluation and monitoring processes,
which instituted a reporting structure that enhanced accountability among individual members.
They were able to provide clarity about respective partners’ responsibilities through a consensus
building approach that has enhanced partnership synergy by fostering perceptions of
interdependence (Caffyn, 2000; Duffield et al., 2013; Wildridge et al., 2004). The ability for
Extension to meaningfully involve several organizational representatives with diverse knowledge
and perspectives increased the partnership’s capacity to generate new and better ways of thinking
about land compatibility strategies that is reflected in partnership goals and plans. By
developing a partnership strategic plan and program evaluation framework in addition to the
steering committee structure, Extension found a means of ensuring progress through the
partnership’s life (Caffyn, 2000; Diaz et al., 2014; Duffield et al., 2013; Guion, 2010; Ram et al.,
2013; Wildridge et al., 2004). In addition, the partnership is now in a position to be able to
orchestrate and publicize positive outcomes as a result of the strategic planning process that led
to the development of an action plan, program evaluation framework, and marketing strategy that
were purposively connected to develop a mechanism to build public support.
Recommendations
Partnership success is based on the ability to implement a realistic and feasible program that is
informed by knowledge of what works elsewhere. Greater knowledge and understanding about
what it takes to increase effectiveness in partnerships can accelerate the process of initiation and
implementation. Following analysis of the North Carolina Sentinel Landscapes case, we provide
eight recommendations for Extension professionals to consider when developing similar
partnerships.
1) Leverage pre-existing relationships to build a diverse and sustainable partnership.
2) Form a steering committee of trusted leaders that represent the interests that exist
across the partners of landscape to develop a shared vision for the partnership.
3) Evoke a stakeholder-driven, consensus building approach for the development of an
effective partnership (i.e., strategic planning and program evaluation).
4) Design a program evaluation and monitoring framework that promotes mutual
accountability and proactive program improvement.
5) Develop a structured engagement schedule of face-to-face meetings, conference calls,
and email exchanges to maintain an open line of communication to update
collaborators about the partnership.
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6) Face-to-face meetings should engage program partners and key stakeholders in a
meaningful way, allowing for open dialogue and the effective exchange of ideas.
7) Develop a robust communications and education plan structured within the
framework of social marketing that promotes program compatible action.
8) Employ a skilled facilitator to guide organizational development efforts as well as
engagement activities.
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Appendix
Collaborating and Partnering Organizations
1. North Carolina State University
2. United States Marine Corps
3. Marine Corps Installations East
4. United States Navy
5. North Carolina Forest Service
6. North Carolina Forestry Association
7. North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission
8. North Carolina Soil and Water Conservation Districts
9. Foundation for Soil and Water Conservation
10. North Carolina Association of Soil and Water Conservation Districts
11. North Carolina Farm Bureau Federation
12. North Carolina Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services
13. North Carolina Department of Natural and Cultural Services
14. North Carolina Eastern Region
15. Environmental Defense Fund
16. Texas A&M University
17. North Carolina State Grange
18. Southern Group of State Foresters
19. The Conservation Fund
20. North Carolina Military Business Center
21. Department of Defense
22. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
23. USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service
24. Albermarle-Pamlico National Estuary Partnership
25. South Atlantic Landscape Conservation Cooperative
26. Mount Olive University
27. Brooks, Pierce, McLendon, Humphrey & Leonard, LLP
28. The University of North Carolina Partnership for National Security
29. Duke University
30. Fort Bragg Regional Alliance
31. United States Air Force
32. Elon University
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An Examination of Georgia Young Farmer Program Participants’
Learning Style Preferences
Barry S. Bailey
Georgia Young Farmers
James R. Lindner
Auburn University
Brian Parr
Murray State University
This study was designed to describe Georgia Young Farmer Program
participants’ learning style preferences. Using survey research methods, a
questionnaire was designed to collect data related to the purpose of the
study. The population for this study included active members in the
program. Study findings showed that participants had a preference for
kinesthetic learning over visual and auditory learning. While participants
indicated a preference for kinesthetic learning, all three learning styles were
deemed effective. Preferences for learning styles and perception of
effectiveness did not differ by personal characteristics. Recommendations
include taking learning style preferences into account when designing and
delivering programming, training for teachers, and continuing to assess
learners’ preferences.
Keywords: Adult farmer, FFA, learning styles, vocational education, young farmer
programs
Introduction
The Smith-Hughes National Vocational Education Act of 1917 included federal involvement for
the first time in secondary vocational education. The Act also incorporated an adult component
as part of the secondary agricultural education program for training those working or preparing
for work on the farm beyond the age of fourteen (Smith-Hughes Act of 1917). Weller and
Richwine (2013) noted that with respect to vocational education, public schools had a
responsibility to provide adult programs and such adult vocational programs should be tailored to
meet individual needs with respect to agricultural education beyond high school. They further
noted that adult farmer programs, such as young farmer programs, can be a catalyst for meeting
the diverse needs of the agriculture industry (Weller & Richwine, 2013).
Direct correspondence to Barry S. Bailey at baileysbluegrass5@gmail.com

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Full Issue, Volume 5, Number 3

74

An Examination of Georgia Young Farmer Participants

72

Changes surrounding the agricultural industry and production make preparation for organized
programs, such as young farmer programs, and the methods used to deliver information directly
responsible for the success of such programs. Carpentier and Iverson (1996) noted a need to
acquire information for program planning and wrote
since the typical member is known to have certain characteristics, the NYFEA [National
Young Farmer Education Association] should examine the curricular needs for both
family and agricultural education delivery systems and farm business development.
Finally, these data should be used to evaluate current programs and to aid in planning
new programs for the NYFEA, in order to better serve the membership. (p. 46)
Effective planning is an essential element to a system of education for adults that will provide
them with an experience to help them achieve prosperity in their business.
Boone, Gartin, Wright, Lawrence, and Odell (2002) indicated that since agriculture teachers
primarily teach high school age students, helping these teachers to better develop and teach
educational programs for adults is merited. They noted that post-secondary agricultural
education programs tasked with preparing students primarily for teaching in a high school
classroom should also consider providing educational training in the principles of andragogy or
principles of teaching adults. Such preparation is necessary in developing and delivering
effective educational programs for adults since methods appropriate for instruction of youth may
be different.
Birkenholz and Maricle (1991) highlighted the importance of adult education as a component of
agricultural education and noted that young farmer programs are an important part of adult
education. Carpentier and Iverson (1997) also articulated the importance of adult education as a
component of agricultural education and noted the value of young farmer programs in reaching
this particular audience. Martin (1987) wrote that the integration of adult education programs
with youth programs varied but noted the importance of such programs. According to
Birkenholz and Maricle (1991), “Clearly, there is significant variability among the states with
regard to the level, source, and recipients of funding support for adult education in agriculture.
There was widespread agreement that every agricultural education program should have an adult
component” (p. 24). Boone et al. (2002) noted post-secondary agricultural programs have been
instrumental in understanding adult learner needs and developing appropriate delivery strategies
needed to appropriately educate adult learners. For example, Trede and Whitaker (2000) found
that young farmers had a preference for learning through practical and experiential methods.
Franz, Piercy, Donaldson, Westbrook, and Richard (2010) reported farmers’ preferred learning
styles were aligned with hands-on approaches. As described subsequently, Dunn and Dunn
(1978) referred to this as a kinesthetic learning preference. Franz et al. (2010) also reported
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farmer preferences were not aligned with Extension agents’ perceptions of how farmers learned.
Thereby, this highlights a mismatch between instructors’ teaching preferences and farmers’
learning preferences. The authors concluded that to better meet the educational needs of farmers,
agricultural educators must take into account the learning styles of farmers in the design and
conduct of educational programs. Rollins and Yoder (1993) noted that knowing Extension
agents’ learning style preference can lead to improvements in the instructional design process.
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study was based on Dunn and Dunn’s (1978) learning styles
model and Knowles’ (1980) theory of andragogy. Dunn and Dunn (1978) suggested that there
are three basic learning styles: kinesthetic, visual, and auditory. A preference for kinesthetic
style suggests learning occurs best when instruction uses direct experiences and hands-on
activities. A preference for visual style suggests learning occurs best when instruction uses
visual experiences such as showing an online video and reading online manuals. A preference
for auditory style suggests learning occurs best when instruction uses experiences that rely on
auditory senses such as teleconferencing or group discussion. Stitt-Gohdes (2001) noted that
instructors tend to rely on their own learning preference when teaching, perhaps to the detriment
of a student’s learning preference. When teachers know and understand the learning styles of
their students, they can better help those students learn more efficiently (Silver, Strong, & Perini,
1997). Claxton and Murrell (1987) found learning was improved when a teacher’s delivery
strategies matched a student’s learning style preference.
Richardson and Mustian (1994) noted that Extension professionals should use and that clientele
preferred a variety of delivery strategies for programming. In a study with Iowa beginning
farmers, Trede and Whitaker (2000), noted a preference for experientially based instructional
methods. In their research with beef producers, Strong, Harder, and Carter (2010) noted that
experiential learning, such as field days, was preferred to less experientially based learning, such
as lecture. However, there is a lack of current research on the preferred learning of adult farmer
program participants (Boatright, 1993; Wells & Iverson, 2001). According to Davis (2006), “A
better understanding of learning style preferences can help us to avoid developing and delivering
our educational programs from the perspective of our preferred learning style alone” (p. 1).
Understanding how adults learn and helping adults take responsibility for their own learning are
central to Knowles’ (1980) theory of andragogy. Also central to the andragogical model is the
need to accommodate individual learner differences and situational differences (Knowles,
Holton, & Swanson, 2005). These authors state further that teachers should take into account an
adult learners’ learning style when developing instructional materials and teaching.
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Georgia Young Farmers Program
“The Georgia Young Farmer program (GYFP) is the adult education component of Georgia’s
Agricultural Education program” (Georgia Young Farmers, 2015). GYFP teachers typically
teach one secondary agricultural education course in the morning and then dedicate the rest of
their time to planning and implementing adult education programs. Therefore, all GYFP
teachers are also middle or high school teachers and were, in most cases, secondary teachers of
agriculture before becoming GYFP teachers. As such, their academic training was primarily
based on pedagogical principles rather than andragogical principles discussed above. During
summer months, GYFP teachers provide primarily adult programing and training. GYFP is the
largest young farmer program in the country. Working with both youth and adults presents
GYFP teachers with unique instructional challenges. Since the young farmer teacher or regular
secondary agricultural teacher that teaches adults is expected to present and/or organize
educational classes and activities for participants, it is important to determine the best teaching
methods for presenting these programs to participating adults.
Purpose
The purpose of this descriptive and correlation study was to describe GYFP participants by
learning styles and examine learning style by selected personal characteristics. Specific
objectives of the study were to 1) describe GYFP visual, auditory, and kinesthetic learning style
preferences; 2) describe GYFP by age, gender, farm employment status; and 3) examine GYFP
learning style preference and personal characteristics.
Methods
The GYFP consisted of 52 programs and 4,576 members. The target population included
members attending regularly scheduled meetings. GYFP teachers where contacted and asked to
estimate the number of regularly attending members. From this data it was estimated that
approximately one-third of members regularly attended meetings. Based on this information,
GYFP teachers attending the annual state convention were given 30 questionnaires each for
distribution to members attending regularly scheduled meetings. Teachers from 18 chapters
(34.61%) distributed, collected, and returned the anonymously completed questionnaires via a
prepaid return envelope (n = 340). These teachers distributed 540 questionnaires and collected
and returned 340 questionnaires (62.96%). Data were collected anonymously. As a result of the
sampling procedures used, the sample may not be representative of the population from which it
was drawn and caution is warranted against generalizing the findings beyond the sample.
The research instrument was developed to determine participants’ learning styles and was based
on a review of literature (Gilakjani, 2011; Russell, 2006; Trede & Miller, 2000). The instrument
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consisted of two sections. The first section was designed to determine participants’ learning style
preference and had 30 questions: ten questions related to Kinesthetic learning style preference, ten
questions related to visual learning style preference, and ten questions related to auditory learning
style preference. A four-point Likert-type summated scale was used to collect learning style
preferences: 1 = Very Ineffective, 2 = Ineffective, 3 = Effective, 4 = Very Effective. Real limits for
descriptive interpretation of the summated scale are: 1–1.49 = Very Ineffective, 1.5–2.49 =
Ineffective, 2.5–3.49 = Effective, 3.5–4 = Very Effective. The second section was designed to
describe participants by selected personal characteristics: age, gender, and farm employment
status.
The survey instrument used examples related to farming and agriculture to make it contextually
rich. To ensure internal validity, the instrument was reviewed by a panel of experts with
expertise in adult education, statistical analysis, career and technical education, animal science,
and agricultural communications. Reliability was estimated by calculating a Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient: visual learning style preference, r = .74; auditory learning style preference, r = .73;
and kinesthetic learning style preference, r = .76. The alpha level for statistical significance was
set a priori at .05.
Findings by Objective
Objective one of the study was to describe GYFP participants’ visual, auditory, and kinesthetic
learning style preferences. Table 1 shows the statements used to determine participants’ learning
preferences. Statements that received the highest level of effectiveness were all in the
kinesthetic domain: spend a day on–the-job training with an experienced farmer (M = 3.48, SD =
.71), complete a hands-on task while an instructor gives help or information (M = 3.41, SD =
.68), and attend a workshop where participants complete hands-on tasks (M = 3.32, SD = .67).
Two of the three statements that received the lowest level of effectiveness were in the auditory
domain: listen to an audio tape on a specific topic (M = 2.26, SD = .71) and attend a series of indepth meetings on a specific topic presented by lecture only (M = 2.48, SD = .74). Study
participants indicated an overall preference for kinesthetic learning styles (M = 3.11, SD = .40)
over auditory learning styles (M = 2.82, SD = .37) and visual learning styles (M = 2.68, SD =
.39). A within-subjects repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to analyze
participants’ learning style preference, F(1, 339) = 202.74, p < .05. These results suggest that
visual, auditory, and kinesthetic preferred learning styles are significantly different from each
other for GYFP participants. It should be noted, however, that all three learning styles were
deemed effective by participants using the effectiveness scale.
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Table 1. Georgia Young Farmer Participants’ Learning Preferences (n = 340)
Learning
Preference
K
K
K

Statement
M
SD
Spend a day “on-the-job” training with an experienced farmer
3.48
.71
Complete a hands-on task while an instructor gives help or information
3.41
.68
Attend a workshop where participants complete hands-on tasks
3.32
.67
Attend field days, tours of farms where hands-on tasks are completed
by attendees
K
3.27
.64
Exchanging ideas in a meeting sponsored by a local farmer
organization
A
3.26
.64
Question other farmers about their success
A
3.17
.67
Have an agent or teacher one-on-one make a home visit to train me in a
task
K
3.15
.77
Repair something on my own
K
3.07
.78
Have a consultant instruct me while I perform a task
K
3.05
.66
Attend a farming organization workshop where time is given for
discussion
A
2.98
.63
Attend a round table discussion where I listen to farmers’ discussion
A
2.97
.70
Watch a demonstration in a classroom
V
2.93
.65
Participate in a seminar sponsored by an agribusiness where ideas are
exchanged
A
2.93
.61
Attend a series of meetings with information on a screen with Power
Point presentation
V
2.94
.65
Work on my tractor after reading instructions in the owner’s manual
V
2.89
.79
Assembling new equipment on my own
K
2.87
.82
Attend a speech on a specific topic presented by an expert
A
2.86
.67
Attempt a new skill on my farm without outside instruction
K
2.84
.83
Watch an educational video tape
V
2.80
.66
Take a trade course which emphasizes doing projects
K
2.74
.75
Attend a meeting by a farm organization where charts and graphs are
used
V
2.72
.68
Listen to a panel talking on a specific agricultural topic
A
2.71
.67
Participate in a community college credit class where discussion is
encouraged
A
2.59
.72
While shopping for a new tractor, viewing photographs of several
possible models
V
2.58
.82
Read a pamphlet to obtain instructions on how to calibrate a sprayer
V
2.56
.75
Determine which new cattle breed to buy by reading information about
them online
V
2.54
.74
Read and study trade publications and technical journals
V
2.49
.68
Attend a series of in-depth meetings on a specific topic presented by
lecture only
A
2.48
.74
Read and study a text book for information
V
2.41
.75
Listen to an audio tape on a specific topic
A
2.26
.71
Note: K = Kinesthetic (M = 3.11, SD = .40); A = Auditory (M = 2.82, SD = .37); V = Visual (M = 2.68,
SD = .39); Mean Score, 1 (1–1.49) = Very Ineffective, 2 (1.5–2.49) = Ineffective, 3 (2.5–3.49) =
Effective, 4 (3.5–4) = Very Effective.
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Objective two of the study was to describe GYFP by gender, age, and farm employment status
and. Participants in this analysis consisted of 285 (84%) males, 47 (14%) females, 8 (2%) who
provided no response. Data showed that 49 (14%) participants were 20–27 years old; 46 (14 %)
participants were 28–35 years old; 43(13%) participants were 36–42 years old; 41 (12%)
participants were 43–49 years old; 154 participants were 50 (45%) years old and older; and 7
(2%) participants did not respond to the question. In this analysis, there were 141 (42%) fulltime farmers, 121 (36%) part-time farmers, 28 (8%) agricultural professionals, 40 (12%) nonfarmers or agriculture professionals, and 10 (2%) participants who did not respond to this
question.
Objective three was to examine GYFP learning style preference and personal characteristics. A
multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA, Wilks’ Lambda) test was used to examine the
relationship between preferred learning style and gender. As shown in Table 2 there was no
statistical difference in preferred learning style by gender, Wilks’ Lambda = .91, F(3,327) =
1.04, p > .05.
Table 2. Georgia Young Farmer Participants’ Learning Preferences by Gender (n = 332)
Male
Female
Preferred Learning Style
M
SD
M
SD
Kinesthetic
3.12
.40
3.06
.41
Auditory
2.81
.37
2.85
.32
Visual
2.68
.39
2.68
.41
Note: Mean Score, 1 = Very Ineffective, 2 = Ineffective, 3 = Effective, 4 = Very Effective.

F
1.04

A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA, Wilks’ Lambda) test was used to examine the
relationship between preferred learning style and age. As shown in Table 3, there was no
statistical difference in preferred learning style by age, Wilks’ Lambda = .96, F(12,862) = 1.19, p
> .05.
Table 3. Georgia Young Farmer Participants’ Learning Preferences by Age (n = 333)
Age
Age
Age
Age
Age
20-27
28-35
36-42
43-49
50 and over
Preferred Learning Style
M
SD
M
SD
M
SD
M
SD
M
SD
F
Kinesthetic
3.06 .43 3.12 .38 3.20 .45 3.09 .45 3.08 .37 1.12
Auditory
2.77 .40 2.85 .26 2.84 .41 2.72 .36 2.83 .38
Visual
2.61 .43 2.79 .36 2.79 .40 2.58 .33 2.69 .40
Note: Mean Score, 1 = Very Ineffective, 2 = Ineffective, 3 = Effective, 4 = Very Effective.

A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA, Wilks’ Lambda) test was used to examine the
relationship between preferred learning style and farm employment status. As shown in Table 4,
there was no statistical difference in preferred learning style by farm employment status, Wilks’
Lambda = .97, F(12,857) = 0.67, p > .05.
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Table 4. Georgia Young Farmer Participants’ Learning Preferences by Farm Employment
Status (n = 330)
Non-Farmer
Agriculture
or Ag Prof.
Full-time
Part-time
Profession
Preferred Learning Style
M
SD
M
SD
M
SD
M
SD
Kinesthetic
3.05
.47
3.14
.38
3.11
.41
3.12
.43
Auditory
2.86
.28
2.81
.37
2.80
.39
2.86
.42
Visual
2.66
.32
2.69
.41
2.67
.38
2.75
.42
Note: Mean Score, 1 = Very Ineffective, 2 = Ineffective, 3 = Effective, 4 = Very Effective.

F
.67

Conclusions, Implications, and Discussion
The purpose of this study was to describe GYFP participants’ learning style preferences. The
results of this study showed that GYFP participants had preferences for a particular learning
style, but their preferences were similar regardless of personal characteristics. GYFP
participants had a preference for kinesthetic learning over auditory learning and visual learning.
This finding is consistent with other research that has shown a preference for kinesthetic learning
(Franz et al., 2010; Rollins & Yoder, 1993; Strong et al., 2010). An implication exists that if
GYFP teachers take into account learners’ learning style preferences in the design and conduct of
programs, students, as noted by Silver et al. (1997), will better be able to learn what is being
taught and will be more efficient in doing so. The results presented in this study suggest that to
achieve this effectiveness and efficiency, GYFP teachers should use instructional strategies that
emulate behavioral actions to be undertaken as a result of the learning experience. This includes
supervised “on-the-job” training and completing “hands-on” tasks that coincide with the
instructions. It is recommended that GYFP teachers assess participants’ learning preferences
periodically to ensure teachers are aware of participants’ learning preferences. This can be done
using the questionnaire designed for this study or a modified version of the questionnaire (e.g.,
select five items from the kinesthetic list, five items from the auditory list, and five items from
the visual list). There are also numerous online instruments that can be used to ascertain learning
style preferences. It is further recommended that GYFP teachers use information gathered on
participants’ learning preferences to develop and deliver content. GYFP teachers may also
benefit from additional training on learning style preferences and how to take such preferences
into account when developing and delivering instruction.
Teachers and instructors, other than GYFP teachers, may also be able to use the instrument
developed for this research to identify learning style preferences of their students. Regardless of
whether findings of learning style preferences for other learners is similar or not, results may
better help teachers understand their students’ learning preferences and may give teachers
another tool for improving instruction.
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While GYFP participants had a preference for kinesthetic learning, the results showed
participants indicated that auditory learning and visual learning were also effective methods for
teaching. This finding is consistent with Richardson and Mustian (1994) who wrote that
Extension professionals should use a variety of instructional delivery strategies. This finding is
also consistent with Trede and Whitaker (2000) who wrote that agricultural educators should use
a variety of instructional delivery strategies. Understanding learners’ preferences, as Davis
(2006) noted, can help instructors move beyond their comfort level and connect better with
learners.
GYFP participants’ learning style preferences did not differ by age, gender, or farm employment
status. An implication exists that learning style preferences are stable regardless of personal
characteristics. It is recommended that GYFP teachers continue to assess learning style
preferences by personal characteristics to ensure teachers are able to modify instructional
strategies if differences are found.
Recommendations for additional research include
1) Improved sampling procedures to improve the generalizability of findings and
recommendations;
2) Collecting data from both youth (i.e., secondary students in agricultural education)
and GYFP participants and comparing results to determine if, as Boone et al. (2002)
concluded, youth and adults require different instructional strategies;
3) Collecting data from additional adult populations, including non-farmers, to
determine if learning style preferences differ across occupations and other personal
characteristics;
4) Collecting data from additional adult populations using the instrument developed for
this research to describe the consistency and stability of the instrument; and
5) Researching the effects on learning when instructional strategies are aligned or
mismatched with learners preferences using control and treatment groups.
As the GYFP seeks to better meet the needs of its students, research such as that presented herein
may help, teachers should take into account adult learners’ learning styles when developing
instructional materials and teaching (Knowles et al., 2005). This research may inform the
science of how adults learn (Knowles, 1980).
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Teaching Couple Relationship Education: The Influence on
Regional Extension Agents and Family Life Educators
Julianne McGill
Francesca Adler-Baeder
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Couple Relationship Education (CRE) programs are a prevention resource used
to assist adult individuals, couples, and families reduce relationship distress and
improve prosocial behaviors. Regional Extension agents (REAs) and other
community family life educators (FLEs) who teach CRE are involved in a
facilitation process that develops relationships and rapport with their participants
similar to other helping relationships. To date, no published research has
focused on how CRE may affect the REAs/FLEs who provide the programs
through community adult education programs. Informed by relational-cultural
theory and the ecological systems perspective, the current study focused on
assessing change in ten outcomes measuring REAs/FLEs’ (N = 54) individual,
couple, and co-parenting functioning and whether that change differed by gender.
Results from repeated measure ANCOVAs indicate REAs/FLEs experience gains
across several domains of functioning. There were no differences by gender.
Implications for REAs/FLEs and suggestions for future research are described.
Keywords: Extension agents, family life educators, couple and relationship
education, individual functioning, couple skills, co-parenting skills
Introduction
Couple Relationship Education (CRE) programs are a prevention resource used to assist adult
individuals, couples, and families reduce relationship distress, improve prosocial behaviors,
regulate irrational thoughts and emotions, and cope with depressive symptoms (Halford,
Markman, Kline, & Stanley, 2003; Hawkins, Blanchard, Baldwin, & Fawcett, 2008). Recently,
Wadsworth and Markman (2012) suggested that the new generation of CRE research focus on
the context of CRE or explorations of the implementation process, which is formed largely due
to regional Extension agents’ (REAs) and family life educators’ (FLEs) efforts. REAs/FLEs
who teach CRE are involved in a facilitation process that develops relationships and rapport with
their participants similar to other helping relationships. Previous research indicates generally
positive effects of developing learning relationships for adult helpers (i.e., mentors or therapists),
but no published research has focused on how CRE may affect the REAs/FLEs who provide the
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programs, even though they are intricately involved in the process. This study was informed by
aspects of relational-cultural theory (Miller, 1976), the feminist perspective (Gilligan, 1982), and
the ecological systems perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), which suggest a transactional effect
of individuals growing and learning within “growth fostering” relationships. Therefore, this
study assessed the effect of teaching CRE, a community adult education program, on
REAs/FLEs who work with youth, adults, and couples.
Background
There has been extensive research evaluating CRE programs that target healthy attitudes and
behaviors for youth participants and the promotion of relationship quality for adult participants.
There have been a multitude of individual studies evaluating CRE that have focused on
individual functioning, couple functioning, and co-parenting functioning. Benefits to the
individual, the improvement in relationship skills including co-parenting abilities, and the
promotion of relationship functioning have been documented in this research.
Individual outcomes such as depression, individual empowerment, communication skills, and
conflict resolution skills have been assessed and generally, are positively affected by the
programs (Adler-Baeder et al., 2010; Bradford et al., 2014; Hawkins, Blanchard, Baldwin, &
Fawcett, 2008). There is also evidence that couple level outcomes are positively affected by
relationship education programs. Specifically, dedication to the relationship and relationship
satisfaction were found to be positively influenced by participation (Amato, 2014; Laurenceau,
Stanley, Olmos-Gallo, Baucom, & Markman, 2004; Owen et al., 2012). Finally, there is
evidence that the functioning of the co-parenting relationship is positively affected by
relationship education participation. Co-parenting conflict, parental involvement, and
disciplining practices have improved after program completion (Cowan, Cowan, Pruett, &
Gillette, 2014; Dion & Hershey, 2010; Halford, Petch, & Creedy, 2010; Lucier-Greer, AdlerBaeder, Ketring, Harcourt, & Smith, 2012).
Overall, there is evidence that participants experience positive changes in multiple domains
following completion of relationship education programs. To date, however, there is no study
that has focused on changes experienced by the REAs/FLEs who facilitate the CRE programs in
communities even though theories focused on the transactional nature of relationships would
expect similar effects for CRE facilitators.
Theory
In general, evaluation studies of community adult education programs, including CRE, tend to
ignore theories, even though drawing from theories enables us to address gaps in the literature
(Carroll & Doherty, 2003). Thus, the explicit integration of assumptions from the relational-
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cultural theory, the feminist perspective, and the ecological systems theory inform this study.
Assumptions of the relational-cultural theory (Miller, 1976), which is derived from symbolic
interactionism (Blumer, 1969), suggest that individuals develop within relationships with others.
This assumption specifically recognizes that “growth fostering relationships” are essential to the
development and well-being of individuals. In other words, contributing to another’s growth,
may in turn add to the development of your own growth trajectory. This “growth fostering”
aspect is a characteristic of a good REA/FLE-participant relationship and therefore may affect
the well-being of the regional Extension agent or family life educator. Further, the feminist
perspective (Gilligan, 1982) suggests a need to consider gender differences because women are
more apt to focus on their own development and well-being within the context of relationships
(Kirkpatrick-Johnson, Beebe, Mortimer, & Snyder, 1998). Therefore, female REAs/FLEs may
experience even greater benefits.
Finally, an ecological systems perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) informs this work because it
assumes subsystems (i.e., the individual, couple, and larger family) are interconnected. Thus,
improvements in couple functioning, which is the focused goal of CRE, may also improve
individual and family functioning. In fact, as previously noted, CRE evaluation research has
found positive effects for these related domains (Adler-Baeder et al., 2010; Amato, 2014;
Bradford et al., 2014; Cowan et al., 2014; Dion & Hershey, 2010; Halford et al., 2010; Hawkins
et al., 2008; Laurenceau et al., 2004; Lucier-Greer et al., 2012; Owen et al., 2012).
The combination and complementary aspects of these theories guide the current study to assess
the possible influence of the effect of providing CRE for community adult participants on
REAs/FLEs. In addition, these theories inform the exploration of differences by gender and
effects in multiple domains of functioning. Though the theories presented here support these
assumptions, no previous literature has specifically looked at the effect of teaching relationship
education on regional Extension agents or family life educators; therefore, related literature from
conceptually similar helping relationships was used to inform the present study.
Related Literature
Previous work assessing the effect on the helper in a relationship focuses on mentors in formal
programs and therapists. These relationships are conceptually similar to the FLE-participant
relationship because the focus of effort and benefit tends to be on the one “in need” and may be
viewed as more unidirectional. Though the context of experiences may differ for mentors and
therapists compared to REAs/FLEs, studies of their outcomes provided additional information
helpful to the present study.
There are a handful of studies that indicate being a mentor positively affects the individual
personally and professionally. The outcomes reported by the mentors tend to align with the
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goals of the program for the mentee. For example positive outcomes include a greater
understanding of future goals or purpose (Black et al., 2010; McGill, Adler-Baeder, Kerpelman,
& Sollie, 2015; Reddick, Griffin, & Cherwitz, 2011; Slaughter-Defoe & English-Clarke, 2010),
greater connectedness to others (Karcher, 2009; McGill et al., 2015), and cognitive growth
(Dolan & Johnson, 2009, McGill et al., 2015). Furthermore, mentoring in an educational setting,
where more advanced teachers mentor and guide beginning teachers, is associated with benefits
for the adult teacher-mentor. Specifically, teacher-mentors reported enhancement in teaching
skills (Eby, Durley, Evans, & Ragins, 2006; Ganser, 1994; Iancu-Haddad & Oplatka, 2009; Liu,
Liu, Kwan, & Mao, 2009) and personal and job satisfaction (Eby et al., 2006; Iancu-Haddad &
Oplatka, 2009).
There is also some evidence that therapists experience positive outcomes, which may be
especially relevant to the current study because family therapists are becoming increasingly
involved in community adult education programs, specifically couple relationship education
programs (Markman & Rhoades, 2012). Generally, therapists and therapists-in-training report
personal growth and satisfaction, general learning about the information shared in session, and
greater self-awareness. Further, therapists in training reported experiencing a reciprocal effect
between professional gains and gains in their personal lives (e.g., Linley & Joseph, 2007; Paris,
Linville, & Rosen, 2006; Sandberg, Knestel, & Cluff Schade, 2013).
Although the amount of research is small, there is evidence that helpers in helping relationships
benefit from their role. Furthermore, a transactional and relational-cultural perspective would
suggest that REAs/FLEs’ interactions with program participants offer them an opportunity to
grow and learn.
Current Study
Therefore, the purpose of the current study was to assess the effect of teaching relationship
education programs on the REAs/FLEs who provide the programs to individuals in the
community.
Hypothesis 1 (H1): Regional Extension agents and family life educators will report gains in
individual, couple, and co-parenting functioning controlling for age, experience, race, and
marital status.
Research question 1 (RQ1): Are there differences in reported gains based on the gender of the
regional Extension agent or family life educator controlling for age, experience, race, and marital
status?
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Methods
Participants
The initial sample of CRE educators was comprised of 54 individuals. These individuals were
teachers who focus on strengthening individual and family interactions and improving quality of
life through community adult education efforts. Respondents were regional Extension agents
and community family life educators in Alabama trained by faculty and staff working with a
federally-funded grant focused on implementing relationship education programs in diverse
communities. There were no inclusion or exclusion criteria to be in the study besides being
trained in relationship education curricula and having some experience implementing these
programs in the field.
The sample of educators in this study was relatively diverse; the majority reported being
European-American (67%), and 32% reported being African-American. Overall, the majority
(67%) of REAs/FLEs reported being female and married (65%). The average age of the sample
was about 40 years old. The REAs/FLEs ranged in experience (6 months to 12 years), but the
average experience teaching CRE programs was 3 years. Approximately 30% of the sample had
a clinical background as a counselor, therapist, or social worker, but were primarily working as
community adult educators at the time of data collection.
Procedure
Regional Extension agents and community family life educators were trained in pertinent CRE
curricula and teaching methods before beginning to teach CRE for individuals, couples, and
families in the community. At a later time, the REAs/FLEs were asked to complete a
retrospective survey that assessed their knowledge and behaviors before beginning to teach CRE
programs, and then in the present after teaching CRE programs for at least 6 months. Survey
questions were developed by the research team to address the seven core skills for healthy
relationships as described in the National Extension and Relationship and Marriage Education
Model (Futris & Adler-Baeder, 2014), which are the focus of the CRE community classes.
The self-reported measure of changes using the retrospective approach avoids bias at the pretest
associated with over- or underestimation of knowledge (Pratt, McGuigan, & Katzev, 2000).
Pratt and colleagues (2000) found that the post plus retrospective approach created a more valid
assessment of the perceived effect of programs than the traditional pretest-posttest measurement.
They further argue that after participation in an educational program, participants may report a
shift in the perception of what they knew before receiving the program. Because of this initial
over- or underestimation issue, traditional pretest-posttest assessments may not capture the
change that occurred due to the education.
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Measures
The National Extension Relationship and Marriage Education Model (Futris & Adler-Baeder,
2014) serves as a framework for the evaluation of CRE program content and was used in the
current study to assess the effect of teaching CRE on REAs/FLEs. NERMEM was developed
based on an extensive review of the couple relationship research literature in order to inform best
practices for CRE implementation. The NERMEM developers thematically summarized the
existing literature into research-based core relationship principles and skills that have been
shown to be predictive of high relationship quality and stability.
The seven core components of NERMEM include Choose – intentionality of relationship
choices, Care for Self – maintaining wellness, Know – understanding the other’s world, Care –
using positive behaviors toward the other, Share – developing a sense of relationship identity,
Manage – using healthy behaviors in the context of conflict, and Connect – engaging in a
supportive social network. These components represent both individual and relational (couple or
co-parenting) skills.
Individual skills. Three measures were utilized to assess individual skills before and after
teaching CRE programs. The NERMEM concepts of Care for Self, Manage, and Connect are
included in the individual skills category. Though all of these concepts are focused on
relationships, the emphasis is on the ability of the individual to engage in such behaviors.
REAs/FLEs responded on a four-point Likert scale from 1 (Never or Poor) to 4 (Regularly or
Excellent).
Care for self. For this measure, we used two questions: “My ability to identify self-care needs
was/is,” and “I used/use self-care skills.” Reliability was good (Cronbach’s α = .73).
Manage. For this measure, we used two questions: “My knowledge of strategies for positive
conflict management was/is,” and “I used/use strategies for positive conflict management.”
Reliability was good (Cronbach’s α = .77).
Connect. For this measure, we used four questions: “My knowledge of the value of connection
to sources of support and strength was/is,” “My knowledge of strategies for connecting to
community resources was/is,” “My knowledge of strategies for engaging positive social support
was/is,” and “I used/use strategies for connecting to sources of support and strength.” Reliability
was good (Cronbach’s α = .85).
Couple skills. Four measures were utilized to assess couple functioning before and after
teaching CRE programs. The NERMEM concepts of Know, Care, Share, and Choose are
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included in the couple category. REAs/FLEs responded on a four-point Likert scale from 1
(Never or Poor) to 4 (Regularly or Excellent).
Know. For this measure, we used two questions: “My knowledge of ways to get to know my
romantic partner/significant other in a deeper way was/is,” and “I used/use skills to get to know
my romantic partner/significant other in a deeper way.” Reliability was acceptable (Cronbach’s
α = .69).
Care. For this measure, we used two questions: “My knowledge of ways to demonstrate
kindness and respect for my significant other was/is,” and “I used/use skills that demonstrate
kindness, affection, and respect for my romantic partner/significant other.” Reliability was
acceptable (Cronbach’s α = .67).
Share. For this measure, we used two questions: “My knowledge of ways to develop a sense of
‘we-ness’ or togetherness with my romantic partner/significant other was/is,” and “I used/use
strategies for developing a sense of ‘we-ness’ or togetherness with my romantic
partner/significant other.” Reliability was good (Cronbach’s α = .85).
Choose. For this measure, we used a single question: “I made/make efforts to develop and
maintain a healthy couple relationship.”
Co-parenting skills. Fifty-four percent of the facilitators reported having some type of coparenting relationship. Three measures were utilized to assess co-parenting functioning before
and after teaching CRE programs. The NERMEM concepts that are included in the co-parenting
functioning section are similar to the ones included in the couple functioning section but focused
on the co-parent instead of the romantic partner. REAs/FLEs responded on a four-point Likert
scale from 1 (Never or Poor) to 4 (Regularly or Excellent).
Know. For this measure, we used two questions: “My knowledge of ways to get to know my coparent in a deeper way was/is,” and “I used/use skills to get to know my co-parent in a deeper
way.” Reliability was good (Cronbach’s α = .82).
Care. For this measure, we used two questions: “My knowledge of ways to demonstrate
kindness and respect for my co-parent was/is,” and “I used/use skills that demonstrate kindness,
affection, and respect for my co-parent.” Reliability was acceptable (Cronbach’s α = .65).
Choose. For this measure, we used a single question: “I made/make efforts to develop and
maintain a healthy co-parenting relationship.”
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Controls. Covariates were included in the RMANCOVAs but were removed from analyses if
they were nonsignificant. Age was included as a continuous variable. Experience as a CRE
educator was utilized as a continuous variable, and the unit of measurement was in years.
Ethnicity was dichotomized to be European American or non-European American. Similarly,
marital status was dichotomized to be married or nonmarried.
Open-ended question. One open-ended question was included on the survey to allow educators
to elaborate on their answers and share their experience as a CRE facilitator. The question
stated, “Please use this space to write about facilitating RME.” Of the 54 CRE educators, 31
(57%) responded to the open-ended question.
Results
Gains for Regional Extension Agents and Family Life Educators
To test H1 that regional Extension agents and family life educators would report gains in
individual, couple, and co-parenting functioning and RQ1 in order to examine whether gains
differ by gender, we conducted Repeated Measure Analysis of Covariance (RMANCOVA)
models where gender was the between-groups factor. Gender was coded as 0 = male and 1 =
female.
Individual skills. It was expected that implementing CRE would result in positive changes on
measures of Care for Self, Manage, and Connection after controlling for significant covariates.
The RMANCOVA results (Table 1) indicates partial support for the main effects hypothesis
related to individual skills. Care for Self did not significantly change for REAs/FLEs [F(1, 44) =
.13, p = NS], but results related to Manage [F(1, 51) = 86.35, p < .001] and Connect [F(1, 51) =
93.92, p < .001] showed significant and positive change. The average effect size for
enhancement of individual skills for Manage and Connect was large (d = 1.43; Cohen, 1977).
Related to RQ1, the interaction effect of time X gender was nonsignificant for each of the
individual skills, suggesting male and female REAs/FLEs benefitted equally.
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Table 1. RMANCOVA Results for Educators’ Individual Skills, Controlling for Significant
Covariates
Care for Self
Pre
N

Manage

Post

Pre

M SD M SD F

N

M

SD

Connection

Post
M

SD

Pre
F

N

M

Post

SD

M

SD

F

Time
(Main
Effect)

53 2.97 .62 3.58 .42 .13

53 2.77 .63 3.66 .42 86.35

53 2.81 .61 3.58 .38 93.92

Time x
Gender

.03

1.11

.34

Male

16 3.03 .63 3.56 .50

17 2.72 .75 3.68 .43

17 2.68 .58 3.49 .44

Female

31 2.97 .63 3.60 .39

36 2.83 .60 3.65 .43

36 2.89 .61 3.63 .35

Cohen’s d

--

1.36

1.49

Note: Bold coefficient indicates significance level of p < .01 or higher.
N = Number of participants; M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation; F = Fisher’s F ratio

Couple skills. It was expected that implementing CRE would result in positive changes on
measures of Knowing Partner, Caring for Partner, Choosing Partner, and Sharing with Partner.
The RMANCOVA results (Table 2) indicate support for the main effects hypothesis related to
couple skills. Results indicated significant positive changes in Knowing Partner [F(1, 40) =
91.92, p < .001], Caring for Partner [F(1, 40) = 57.42, p < .001], Choosing Partner [F(1, 34) =
17.30, p < .001], and Sharing with Partner [F(1, 27) = 9.77, p < .01] after implementing CRE.
The average effect size for change in couple skills was large (d = 1.21; Cohen, 1977) The
interaction effect of time X gender was nonsignificant for each of the couple skills, suggesting
that male and female REAs/FLEs benefitted equally in their couple skills.
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Table 2. RMANCOVA Results for Educators’ Couple Skills, Controlling for Significant Covariates
Know
Pre

Care
Post

Pre

Post

N

M

SD

M

SD

F

N

M

SD

M

SD

F

42

2.95

.61

3.71

.42

91.92

42

3.24

.46

3.81

.37

57.42

Time
(Main
Effect)
Time x
Gender

1.40

.12

Male

15

2.93

.62

3.75

.43

15

3.23

.56

3.79

.38

Female

28

3.00

.64

3.70

.42

28

3.27

.42

3.82

.37

Cohen’s d

1.59

1.24

Choose

Share

Time
(Main
Effect)

36

3.33

.63

3.83

.38

Time x
Gender

17.30

37

2.98

.66

3.68

.50

.63

.13

Male

14

3.36

.50

3.69

.48

14

3.07

.51

3.73

.44

Female

23

3.35

.71

3.91

.29

24

2.98

.76

3.65

.54

Cohen’s d

9.77

.80

1.19

Note: Bold coefficient indicates significance level of p < .01 or higher.
N = Number of participants; M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation; F = Fisher’s F ratio

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Full Issue, Volume 5, Number 3

94

Teaching Couple Relationship Education

92

Co-parenting skills. It was expected that implementing CRE would result in positive changes
on measures of Knowing Co-parent, Caring for Co-parent, and Choosing Co-parent. The
RMANCOVA results (Table 3) indicate support for the main effects hypothesis related to coparenting skills. Results indicated significant positive changes in Knowing Co-parent [F(1, 29)
= 51.25, p < .001], Caring for Co-parent [F(1, 28) = 23.33, p < .001], and Choosing Co-parent
[F(1, 34) = 17.30, p < .001]. The average effect size for change in co-parenting skills was large
(d = 1.19; Cohen, 1977). The interaction effect of time X gender was nonsignificant for coparenting, suggesting that male and female family life benefitted similarly.
Table 3. RMANCOVA Results for Educators’ Co-Parenting Skills, Controlling for Significant
Covariates
Know
Pre
N

M

Care

Post

SD

M

SD

Pre
F

N

M

Choose

Post

SD

M

SD

Pre
F

N

M

SD

Post
M

SD

F

Time
(Main
Effect)

30 3.05 .55 3.68 .40 51.25

30 3.33 .53 3.80 .34 23.33

36 3.40 .56 3.90 .31 24.15

Time x
Gender

1.38

.23

.63

Male

12 3.00 .52 3.55 .47

12 3.38 .53 3.77 .34

12 3.50 .67 3.82 .40

Female 20 3.08 .87 3.76 .35

20 3.30 .52 3.82 .34

20 3.35 .49 3.95 .23

Cohen’s d

1.45

1.02

1.09

Note: Bold coefficient indicates significance level of p < .01 or higher.
N = Number of participants; M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation; F = Fisher’s F ratio

In sum, we hypothesized that REAs/FLEs would report gains in individual, couple, and coparenting functioning controlling for significant covariates, and that was supported. One (Care
for Self) out of the ten outcomes was nonsignificant, indicating positive outcomes in a range of
domains. Further, we explored whether there were differences in reported gains based on the
gender of the educator. We found no significant time X gender interactions, suggesting that
REAs/FLEs of either gender experience positive effects of facilitating CRE programs.
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Discussion
The purpose of the current study was to assess the perception of the effect of teaching
relationship education programs on the regional Extension agents and community family life
educators who provide adult education programs in the community. Further, we explored
differential effects of teaching based on the gender of the educator. There are no published
studies of the effects of teaching CRE on FLEs, although parallel research on professionals in
other helping roles (i.e., therapists and mentors) suggests there are likely positive effects.
The findings of the current study suggest that agents and educators use the information they
teach in the relationship education programs in their own couple and co-parenting relationships.
We also note the large effect sizes that are well above the level suggested for “practical” and
meaningful change following participation in an educational program (i.e., > .25; Wolf, 1986).
Qualitative comments obtained from an open-ended question on the survey also provide
evidence that agents and educators connect to the material they are teaching and use it to effect
positive change in their personal lives. For example, one female educator said, “Facilitating
[CRE] has been informative and interesting. It has contributed to my personal growth.” A male
educator wrote, “[the classes] keep me aware of what I need to be doing in my own
relationship.” Another female educator wrote, “I realized unhealthy parenting [practices] I had.
Even having been a teen parent, I wish I had this class.”
Limitations
The sample used in the current study is rather small and limits generalizability. Further, the
methods used in the current study tapped reports of measures (skills and relationship quality)
from a single responder. While symbolic interactionist thought includes the assumption that if it
is “perceived as real; it is real in its consequences” (Thomas & Thomas, 1928), providing
support for survey research methods using one perspective, future research in this area would
benefit from multiple informants, particularly on measures of dyadic relationship skills and
quality (i.e., from couple and coparenting partners). In addition, only two time points are
utilized. The collection of data on outcomes over time would more clearly delineate trajectories
of growth.
Implications for Community Adult Educators
Interestingly, the only area in which REAs/FLEs did not perceive a significant and positive
change was in the area of “caring for self.” It may be that they were already doing a fairly good
job in this area, since their mean level of 2.97 would indicate they were “good” at these skills at
baseline (range = 1 – 4). It may also be evidence of a phenomenon found in some studies of
those in helping professions: that they often neglect their own self-care. Some research indicates
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helpers may have especially altruistic personalities that may lead to compassion fatigue or
burnout (Linley & Joseph, 2007). Further, it may be that helpers focus on helping others and do
not engage in caring behaviors towards themselves (Linley & Joseph, 2007). Therefore, an
important implication of this study is to strongly encourage self-care practices of REAs/FLEs
and other community adult educators (e.g., healthy eating, exercise, meditation) (Richards,
Campenni, & Muse-Burke, 2010).
Recommendations for Future Research
Although we expected, based on a feminist perspective, that women would be more likely to
perceive benefits in their personal lives from the REA/FLE experience than men, there were no
gender effects. It may be that men who choose to teach CRE are more attuned to the value of
healthy relationships and incorporate into their own identity the function of their relationships
more than the average male. Previous studies of the effects on therapists and mentors have not
included tests of moderation by gender; therefore, we cannot compare previous findings to ours.
Although we did not find evidence of moderation, it is still a valuable exercise in research to
examine factors that influence outcomes. In our study, experience level and age of the CRE
educator were significant covariates. These and other characteristics of the person and the
context can be further assessed as moderators of the program experience for agents and
educators.
In the current study, we assessed only measures of potential positive effects of providing CRE.
Future studies can consider the inclusion of assessments of potential negative effects as well.
Some recent studies of “helpers” find negative outcomes, such as role overload and burnout
(Dolan & Johnson, 2009; Linley & Joseph, 2007; Reddick et al., 2011). A recent study
articulated a conceptual framework based on qualitative interviews with mentors in which
challenges may exist in a mentor-mentee relationship that may impede the benefits experienced
by the mentor (McGill et al., 2015). These include programmatic challenges (e.g., time
commitment), relational challenges (e.g., resistance by participant), and individual challenges
(e.g., feeling unprepared as the “helper”). This may be utilized and adapted as a framework for
studying the experience of community adult educators.
Conclusion
In conclusion, the findings of this study support the assumptions from relational-cultural theory
(Miller, 1976) and a systems perspective that suggest engaging in a “growth fostering
relationship” benefits both the targeted participant as well as the helper. We found perceptions
of positive effects for regional Extension agents and community family life educators related to
individual skills, couple functioning, and co-parenting functioning. This transactional and
spillover effect on the helpers in these community educational services focused on adult learners
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is similar to those seen in studies of clinicians (Linley & Joseph, 2007; Paris et al., 2006).
Considering and documenting additional benefits resulting from community adult education
programs, including CRE, implementation is a worthwhile endeavor for both the study of
individual development and community adult education program effects.
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Older Adult Knowledge and Behavior Change in the Stepping On
Fall Prevention Program in a Community Setting
Jane Strommen
Sean E. Brotherson
Zhen Yang
North Dakota State University
One out of every three Americans age 65 and over falls at least once annually.
Fall-related injuries among older adults are a major public health concern, and
prevention of falls has emerged as a key issue in avoiding the risks to mobility
and health that exist due to falls. Stepping On is an evidence-based fall
prevention program designed to help older adults take control of their fall risk
factors, explore different behavioral steps, and reduce their fall risk. This study
shares findings from evaluation efforts conducted with 182 older adult
participants in Stepping On from 2013 to 2015. Older adults in the program
demonstrated (1) high satisfaction with program quality; (2) positive impacts on
knowledge related to fall risk factors and prevention; and (3) substantial followthrough on behavioral steps designed to minimize fall risk. Program participants
also shared positive feedback on the program in response to open-ended
questions. Implications of the findings for fall risk reduction and programs to
enhance fall prevention among older adults are discussed. Programs designed to
reduce fall risk factors and enhance quality of life can be a critical tool to assist
older adults, educators, and community leaders in addressing this public health
issue.
Keywords: fall prevention, intervention programs, older adults, Stepping On,
program evaluation
Introduction and Background
The Baby Boom generation has begun turning gray, and every day, there are now 10,000
Americans who turn age 65 (Pew Research Center, 2010). One of every three Americans age 65
and over falls at least once annually (Tromp, Pluijm, Smit, Deeg, Bouter, & Lips, 2001). For
older adults, those who have had a fall previously are more likely to experience a fall again
(Hosier & Setari, 2013). Such patterns have led to the designation of fall-related injuries among
older people as a substantive public health problem (Roudsari, Ebel, Corso, Molinari, &
Koepsell, 2005).
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Older adults may suffer a variety of injuries after falling that include hip fracture, head injury,
joint injury, and other limb fractures (Tinetti & Williams, 1997). Moreover, following a fall,
some older adults may be unable to recover their prior mobility (Sattin, 1992; Watson,
Clapperton, & Mitchell, 2011). The threat from falling often causes older adults to decrease their
activity level, which is likely to exacerbate difficulties with mobility and fall risk (Watson et al.,
2011). Besides physical injuries and the related challenges, the fear of falling may increase
anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder (Chung et al., 2009; Downton &
Andrews, 1990).
The public health issue of falls prevention becomes even more apparent when it is recognized
that falls have become the most significant cause of emergency department visits and hospital
admissions for traumatic injuries among individuals age 65 and older. Falls are the most
common cause of traumatic brain injury in older adults and also serve as the leading cause of
injury deaths among those over age 65 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC],
2003, 2006; Sleet, Moffett, & Stevens, 2008; Stevens, 2005; Stevens, Corso, Finkelstein, &
Miller, 2006). The most recent data available highlight falls prevention as a growing issue, as
the data from CDC showed death rates of males aged 65 and over from falls changed from 38.2
per 100,000 in 2000 to 67.9 in 2013, while death rates of female counterparts doubled during this
period from 24.6 in 2000 to 49.1 in 2013 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2015).
Other major fall effects include compromising life quality, challenging adult independence, and
raising the demands for medical treatment and caregiving either in private settings or in public
health systems (Hosier & Setari, 2013). The cost of falls among older adults is enormous. In the
United States, research indicates that fall injuries directly cost the health care system over $31
billion in 2015 and may cost as much as $55 billion by the year 2020 (Burns, Stevens, & Lee,
2016). As a result of the impacts on older adult health and healthcare costs, falls prevention and
intervention has thus become a nationally urgent topic of interest (Moyer, 2012).
Many falls are preventable, and risk factors can be mitigated through prevention efforts (National
Center for Injury Prevention and Control, 2015; Rubenstein & Josephson, 2006). Stevens (2005)
noted that fall risks typically involve personal or environmental aspects. Personal factors
affecting fall risk include age, functional abilities, and chronic diseases. Environmental aspects
of fall risk tend to mean potential threats inside and outside the home, e.g., ice, poor lighting, or
uneven steps (Connell, 1996). Modifying such risk factors has the potential to reduce falls
(Stevens, 2005). Thus, entities such as the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the
federal Department of Health and Human Services have begun providing resources and funding
for communities to recognize and implement evidence-based fall prevention programs (National
Center for Injury Prevention and Control, 2015). Research on such programs indicates that
multifaceted fall prevention programs are more effective than efforts that target a single risk
factor (Gillespie et al., 2012). Stepping On, a national evidence-based program on fall
prevention, is designed to assist older adults to take control of their falls risk factors, explore
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different coping behaviors, and encourage follow-through of safety strategies in everyday life
(Strommen, 2015).
The Stepping On program was originally developed by Lindy Clemson, OT, Ph.D., University of
Sydney, Australia. Participants in a randomized controlled trial of the 7-week intervention
demonstrated a 31% reduction in falls compared to nonparticipants (Clemson, Cumming,
Kendig, Swann, Heard, & Taylor, 2004). In 2008, the program was adapted for U.S. audiences
by Jane E. Mahoney, M.D., University of Wisconsin-Madison. Dr. Mahoney’s research on the
Stepping On program concluded a 50% reduction in falls and an average cost savings of $345.26
net per program participant (Carande-Kulis, Stevens, Florence, Beattie, & Arias, 2015;
Mahoney, 2015). In 2010, the Wisconsin Institute for Healthy Aging (WIHA) was founded to
support dissemination of the Stepping On and other evidence-based programs both statewide and
nationwide (Mahoney, 2015). Currently, the program has been identified as meeting the criteria
for the highest level of evidence-based programs by the Administration for Community Living
under Title III-D of the Older Americans Act (National Council on Aging, 2016). Today,
Stepping On is available in at least 22 states.
A Brief Overview of the Stepping On Program
In North Dakota (ND), falls remain the third leading cause of injury-related fatalities for all ages
behind motor vehicle crashes and suicides (North Dakota Department of Health, 2011). Between
2009 and 2013, 89% of falls-related deaths among ND residents occurred among individuals 65
years and older (North Dakota Department of Health, 2014). There were 88 falls-related deaths
among adults 65 years and older in 2013 (North Dakota Department of Health, 2014). The
majority of falls among older adults occur in their homes (North Dakota Department of Health,
2011). As a result of such patterns, the Stepping On fall intervention program was introduced in
2012 by the state health department. Local and state entities have partnered to implement this
program by training county Extension educators and others and providing evaluation services
(Strommen, 2015).
Stepping On, as a community-based workshop, is offered as a two-hour workshop once a week
for seven weeks using adult education and self-efficacy principles in a small-group setting
(Clemson & Swann, 2008). Older adults who attend include those who (a) are at risk of falling,
(b) have a fear of falling, or (c) have fallen one or more times. Additionally, individuals who are
targeted for participation may live in a home, apartment, or other setting; have the ability to walk
without help and do not typically use a walker, scooter, or wheelchair for mobility; and are able
to cognitively understand and follow directions (Clemson & Swann, 2008). Workshops are
facilitated by two trained leaders who are professionals who work with older adults. Following
participation in the workshop, participants receive an individualized home visit or phone call and
also a booster session after three months. Stepping On highlights a variety of topics including
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“falls and risk, strength and balance exercises, home hazards, safe footwear, vision and falls,
safety in public places, community mobility, coping after a fall, and understanding how to
initiate a medication review (medication risks)” (Clemson & Swann, 2008, p. 1).
Theoretical models supporting fall prevention programs emphasize that multifaceted programs
which attend to multiple fall risk factors including physical (e.g., strength), behavioral (e.g., safe
footwear), and environmental (e.g., unsafe rugs) issues are most effective (Gillespie et al., 2012).
The delivery model of the Stepping On program is based on social learning theory and adult
education principles, suggesting that a small-group learning environment is best equipped to
facilitate participant interaction, mutual learning and support, and growth in individual
confidence and behavior change (Clemson & Swann, 2008). Although evidence for the
effectiveness of the program was demonstrated in a randomized controlled trial in Australia
(Clemson et al., 2004), the published research literature on the program since then is quite
limited. The only additional published studies using participant outcome measures are quite
recent, including two master’s theses and a technical report (Anderson, Dinozo, Enrile, &
Hutchison, 2013; Bernard, Lambers, Jones, & Trice, 2015), as well as three community-level
public health studies (Guse, Peterson, Christiansen, Mahoney, Laud, & Layde, 2015; Mahoney,
2015; Peterson, Christiansen, Guse, & Layde, 2015) and a program cost-effectiveness study
(Carande-Kulis, Stevens, Florence, Beattie, & Arias, 2015).
Existing studies have focused primarily or exclusively on falls or fall injury-related outcomes,
with findings showing fall reductions ranging from 31% to 50% at the individual level (Clemson
et al., 2004; Mahoney, 2015) or between 8% and 9% at the community level (Guse et al., 2015),
measured anywhere from 3 months to 14 months after the program. Other variables studied
include fall self-efficacy, fall-related prevention behaviors, and adherence to program
recommendations, with mixed results. Findings related to fall self-efficacy indicate that
participants have either maintained confidence levels without a significant decrease (Anderson et
al., 2013; Clemson et al., 2004) or shown a slight but significant decrease (Peterson et al., 2015).
Program results regarding fall-related prevention behaviors suggest increased use of safety
behaviors by program participants (Bernard et al., 2015; Clemson et al., 2004; Peterson et al.,
2015). Finally, two studies indicate moderate to strong adherence to program recommendations
regarding exercise, vision tests, and other strategies (Anderson et al., 2013; Clemson et al.,
2004).
No published studies exist, according to our knowledge, of the Stepping On program facilitated
in a community setting in cooperation with the Cooperative Extension Service. Further, no study
yet published has examined knowledge related to fall prevention or perceived value of the
program although these are key program objectives. Additionally, no peer-reviewed study of the
program, other than the original Clemson et al. (2004) study, has analyzed outcomes by
demographic subgroup or reported qualitative feedback from participants about the program
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experience. This study examines program value and learning-related variables that have been
unstudied thus far, as well as practical program outcomes in a community setting linked with the
Extension Service.
Most older adults have a strong desire to maintain independence and mobility, but they may need
support in the process of retaining strength and managing issues that may affect their risk of falls
(Stevens, 2005). Stepping On is a program designed to provide the needed support for older
adults by improving knowledge of fall risk factors, providing strategies for safety behaviors, and
facilitating community support.
Purpose of the Study
An in-depth review of programs and research related to falls prevention concluded the most
effective fall intervention strategies used clinical assessment with risk factor reduction and
patient follow-up (Shekelle et al., 2003). Assessment of educational interventions meant to aid
older adults can provide information on how participants perceive a program and what aspects of
the program are working (DeBord, Roseboro, & Wicker, 1998; Kettner, Moroney, & Martin,
2012).
The purpose of this study was to collect information on demographic characteristics of program
participants and their perceptions of the program’s value, as well as perceived outcomes related
to knowledge and behavior associated with fall prevention. In addition, participants furnished
feedback to open-ended questions regarding their experience in the program. This approach
allowed for further assessment of how the Stepping On program affected participating older
adults in its first two years of operation in North Dakota.
Methods
Program Participants and Study Procedures
Stepping On was introduced to North Dakota in early 2012 through a partnership between a
variety of state entities and senior-serving organizations across the state. The initial phase of
program start-up included designation of a sponsoring organization and certification of class
leaders. The next phase focused on training community class leaders who could bring the
program to local senior populations. Currently, there are over 70 trained class leaders from 29
counties with backgrounds in health care or health education representing a range of
organizations, such as public health, hospitals, long-term care, Extension, faith communities, and
senior care providers. Each class leader was trained in Stepping On course content,
implementation, and evaluation procedures adopted for the project.
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Participants in the program are senior individuals at risk of a fall who live in local communities
that have a trained class leader to offer the program. Since the program was launched in March
2012, there have been 26 workshops conducted statewide with 308 individuals participating.
Not all workshops have collected evaluation data. As of March 2015, 12 counties have held
Stepping On workshops with a total of 222 participants enrolled in 21 workshops where data
were collected. One hundred and eighty-two participants completed the program survey, giving
a response rate of 82%. All participants attended the program on a voluntary basis and
participated in four or more sessions of the program to be included in the evaluation.
Class leaders recruited individuals to their respective Stepping On workshops using the following
participant criteria: (1) 65 years or older, (2) has had a fall in the past year, (3) is fearful of
falling, (4) lives at home, and (5) does not have cognitive impairments. Numerous marketing
techniques were used to recruit participants, such as flyers, brochures, news releases, community
announcements, and referrals from health care professionals. Prospective participants who had
physical or cognitive concerns or questions were asked to consult with their physician before
attending the training. In addition, if participants missed both sessions 1 and 2, they were
encouraged to wait for another class because of missing key experiences and information.
Class leaders were responsible for facilitating informed consent, distributing and collecting
program surveys, and mailing the completed surveys to the state Extension office for evaluation.
Data were entered in IBM SPSS Statistics 24 for analysis. Those participating in Stepping On
were asked to complete a retrospective self-report questionnaire administered at completion of
the program. Three months after completing the program, participants came together again to
engage in a program “booster session,” and during that session, they were also encouraged to
complete a follow-up survey. This post-program retrospective study design with a 3-month
follow-up assessment was adopted for several reasons. First, the retrospective design provided a
practical, valid approach to assess for program outcomes, control for concerns about responseshift bias, and account for lack of familiarity with program content among participants (Nimon,
Zigarmi, & Allen, 2011). Additionally, this study design was easy to administer in a
community-based setting among staff with limited research experience while also maximizing
the capture of data from participants. Finally, the study design met the need to operate in an
environment with no designated evaluation funding and yet meet the objectives of state
personnel who desired greater information on program outcomes. No incentives were provided
for survey completion. The study was reviewed and approved by the North Dakota State
University Institutional Review Board (IRB).
Study Measures
The retrospective post-program questionnaire utilized for this study was developed as a program
evaluation instrument based on the objectives and content of the Stepping On program. The
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developed measure offered a more substantial approach than the existing assessments which
accompanied the program itself, which were limited to single-session assessments of program
satisfaction. The questionnaire included 6 questions on demographic characteristics of
participants, 5 questions on perceived value and impacts of the program (4 open-ended response
questions), 7 questions focused on knowledge related to fall risk factors addressed in program
content, and one question on prior fall experience. The follow-up survey repeated the question
on fall experience (since the workshop) and included 9 questions on behavioral steps to minimize
fall risks, and 4 questions on perceived value and impacts of the program after three months.
Demographics. Demographic characteristics assessed in the study included sex, age, race/ethnic
background, family status, household population, and residential setting. Additional background
information included workshop location and if the participant had experienced a fall in the last
year, and if so, the cause of the fall. The information on cause of the fall was categorized based
on a thematic analysis of data provided.
Perceived program value and impacts. Both the post-program and follow-up questionnaire
included a single question assessing perceived program impact. In the first survey, perceived
program impact was measured using a question that assessed participant learning on a 5-point
scale from 1 (nothing) to 5 (a lot). The follow-up survey utilized a question that assessed fall
risk reduction using a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (a great deal). In addition,
further impacts were assessed using open-ended questions on each survey that asked about most
important things learned, planned behavior changes, and other feedback.
Knowledge related to fall prevention. Participant knowledge regarding risk factors related to
fall prevention was measured using a retrospective self-report measure based on the content of
Stepping On. Seven items using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (low) to 5 (high) were
measured and included items such as “my understanding of how vision can influence the ability
to get around safely” and “my understanding of the relation between medications and falls.”
These 7 items were grouped into a scale on fall prevention knowledge with a composite mean
score. Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was 0.91 at pre-test and 0.89 at post-test.
Behavioral steps linked to fall prevention. Behavioral actions taken by participants to minimize
fall risk were measured at three months follow-up using a self-report mechanism. Nine items
were included using a dichotomous no (0) or yes (1) response to each item. Sample items
included whether participants “had a regular eye exam” or “practiced exercises routinely” in the
three months following completion of the program.
Qualitative participant feedback. Participants were asked to share responses to the following
questions: (1) Which of your behaviors are you most likely to change? (2) List the three most
important things you learned in this workshop. (3) Other comments on the workshop.
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Findings
Findings highlight the views of older adult participants regarding the Stepping On program’s
value, perceptions of program impacts on knowledge and behavioral actions linked to fall
prevention, and the influence of demographic variables on knowledge and feelings about
program value.
Program Participants
A total sample of 182 older adult participants completed the initial post-program questionnaire.
Seventy-five percent of respondents were women, while 21% were men. The mean age was
76.72 years (SD = 10.1 years). The majority of respondents (90.7%) reported themselves as
Caucasian, followed by American Indian or Alaska Native (2.2%) and Asian or Asian-American
(1.6%). Forty-five percent of participants reported their family status as being widowed,
followed by married (33%), divorced or separated (10.4%), and never married (6.6%). Among
participants, 57.1% of respondents reported living alone, followed by living with one other
person (36.3%), and living with two other persons (0.5%). Nearly half (46.7%) reported living
in a city (or its suburbs), followed by a small town (37.9%), and a rural setting (10.4%) (Table
1). Seventy-two individuals also completed the follow-up survey (39.6% of overall sample).
Table 1. Demographics Table for Pre- and Post-Evaluation (N = 182)
Variable
Gender
Male
Female
No response
Age
Younger than 64
65 to 74
75 to 84
85 and older
No response
Race
White
Hispanic
American Indian/Alaska
Native
Asian
No response
Family Status
Married
Divorced/Separated
Widowed
Never Married
No Response
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N (%)
38 (20.9)
136 (74.7)
8 (4.4)
16 (8.8)
43 (23.6)
73 (40.1)
40 (22)
10 (5.5)
165 (90.7)
1 (0.5)
4 (2.2)
3 (1.6)
9 (4.9)
60 (33)
19 (10.4)
81 (44.5)
12 (6.6)
10 (5.5)
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Rural
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N (%)
104 (57.1)
66 (36.3)
1 (0.5)
11 (6)
85 (46.7)
69 (37.9)
19 (10.4)
9 (4.9)

Prior Fall Experience
Participants were further asked if they had experienced a fall in the last year, and 46.2% of the
older adults indicated “yes” (53.8% stated “no”). Of those who had experienced a fall, 23
identified it as being due to a missed step or stumble for varying reasons (29.1%), 14 said it was
due to slipping on ice or snow (17.7%), 10 stated it was due to missing a step on stairs (12.6%), 8
noted it was due to a “balance” concern (10.1%), 7 due to tripping over an item (e.g., rug, chair)
(8.9%), 7 said it was because of an uneven walking surface (8.9%), 5 indicated it was because of
footwear issues (6.3%), 5 stated it was due to physical injuries (e.g., hurt ankle) (6.3%), and
others noted dizziness or other issues that contributed to the fall (Table 2). The responses to this
question were open-ended.
Table 2. Fall Reasons for Older Adults in the Year Before Program Participation (N = 79)
Identified Reason for Fall
General misstep or stumble (being careless, feet tangled, etc.)
Slipping on ice or snow
Missed a step on stairs
Balance difficulties
Tripping over item (e.g., rug, chair)
Uneven walking surface
Footwear issues
Physical injury (e.g., hurt ankle, bad back)

N
23
14
10
8
7
7
5
5

%
29.1%
17.7%
12.7%
10.1%
8.9%
8.9%
6.3%
6.3%

Perceived Value of the Program
Older adults participating in Stepping On expressed high levels of support for what they learned
overall. They responded to a single-item question on a 5-point scale regarding how much they
learned overall, and this variable showed a moderate amount of skewness, as assessed by the
Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p < .05), though visual examination of the Normal Q-Q plot showed
approximate normal distribution, so both the mean and median statistics are reported here.
Participants indicated they gained much from what they learned in the session (M = 4.68; SD =
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0.58), with Mdn. = 5 (IQR = 4 – 5). Thus, 73.7% of participants indicated they learned “a great
deal” from their participation in the sessions, followed by those who felt they gained significant
value (20.5%) and some value (5.8%) in what they learned.
Participant scores on the follow-up survey to an additional item on program value were not
normally distributed, as assessed by the Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p < .05), but again visual
examination of the Normal Q-Q plot suggested normal distribution. On this 5-point scale, older
adults who responded felt that the program helped them to reduce their risk of falls very
substantially (M = 4.07; SD = 0.6), with Mdn. = 4 (IQR = 4 – 4). In their responses, 88.4% of
participants stated that they felt the program helped to reduce their fall risk “very much” or “a
great deal,” while an additional 10.1% felt that it helped “to some extent.”
Perceived Program Impacts on Knowledge Related to Fall Prevention
Older adults in the Stepping On program were asked to complete a retrospective assessment of
their specific knowledge related to risk factors influencing falls following program completion.
These areas of knowledge are linked with specific fall risk factors that can be addressed or
modified by adult learners after the program experience. By assessing the older adults’
perceptions of their knowledge levels both prior to and following the program, it is then possible
to gain further insight into how their experience in the program may have impacted their
knowledge gain. Participants responded to seven items on a 5-point Likert scale with response
options ranging from 1 (low) to 5 (high). The average mean knowledge scores on each item
from “before participation” were compared with the scores from “now, after participation,”
making it possible to do a statistical comparison of the differences in knowledge level before and
after program participation. Steps were first taken to assess whether the data met the statistical
assumptions associated with this type of analysis. First, no significant outliers were discovered
in the difference scores between the paired observations for each variable. Also, the difference
scores on each item for the pre- and post-program ratings were calculated and were
approximately normally distributed, as assessed by visual inspection of the Normal Q-Q Plot.
Thus, since assumptions were met and it is a robust test statistic, a paired sample t-test analysis
was conducted to perform the comparisons and examine whether the program had any impact on
participant knowledge levels regarding fall risk factors.
The study findings indicate that participants described largely positive impacts as a result of
participating in the Stepping On program. Table 3 includes the average mean knowledge scores
and standard deviations before and following the program, as well as mean score differences, ttest findings, and effect sizes. A set of paired sample t-test analyses showed substantial increases
in participant knowledge of fall risk factors for each item measured and each of the before-andafter mean comparisons was significant (p < .05). The mean scores for self-reported knowledge
levels of fall risk factors after participation thus increased significantly versus the mean scores
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for knowledge levels before the program. Following the program, participants felt much more
knowledgeable about vision and falls, balance, home safety hazards, safe footwear, and other fall
risk issues (Table 3). The largest gains occurred in participant awareness of the importance of
balance and strength exercises for fall prevention (M = 2.79 before program versus M = 4.75
after program) and confidence in understanding how to apply safe movement strategies to avoid
falls (M = 2.89 before program versus M = 4.60 after program). Effect sizes were calculated
using Cohen’s d and indicated large program effects on knowledge gain ranging from 2.10 to
2.68.
Table 3. Differences in Knowledge of Fall Risk Scores Before and After Participation in the
Stepping On Program
Before
Participation
Knowledge
Item
Importance
of vision and
falls
Importance
of exercises
and falls
Awareness
of hazards at
home
Safe
footwear
and falls
Applying
safety
strategies
Relation of
medication
and falls
Bone health
and falls
*p < .05

Now, After
Participation

M

SD

M

SD

df

t

N

Mean
difference

Cohen’s
d

3.06

1.08

4.61

.60

152

-17.50

153

1.56*

2.13

2.79

1.03

4.75

.58

158

-22.83

159

1.97*

2.68

3.01

1.12

4.67

.61

157

-18.49

158

1.66*

2.23

3.18

1.03

4.72

.49

157

-17.89

158

1.54*

2.18

2.89

1.00

4.60

.60

157

-19.91

158

1.72*

2.32

3.03

1.11

4.64

.62

158

-18.34

159

1.60*

2.21

3.19

1.09

4.67

.61

158

-17.38

159

1.48*

2.09

Behavioral Actions Linked to Fall Prevention
Following involvement in Stepping On, older adults were given a follow-up survey three months
later and answered 9 yes/no questions regarding behavioral steps linked to fall prevention. A
simple frequency analysis was conducted to determine the proportion of participating adults who
pursued specific behaviors associated with fall prevention following the program. Participants
were not asked about these behaviors before the program so there is no baseline for comparing
participant actions; however, the findings reported provide insight into how participants followed
up on specific behavioral steps.
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Figure 1 highlights behavioral steps linked to fall prevention taken by participating older adults.
Among those who completed the follow-up survey (N = 72), 69.4% reported having had a
regular eye exam, and 58% indicated that they had talked with a vision expert about improving
their vision. With respect to exercise, 66.7% of participants noted that they had been practicing
exercises taught in the class routinely. Participants responded strongly to the topic of home
safety hazards, with 95.8% of the adults stating that they had assessed their home environment
for safety hazards, and 87.3% indicating they had made adaptations or adjustments to reduce
home safety hazards linked to falls. Eighty-four percent of respondents said that they considered
safety features in choosing footwear since the workshop. The highest percentage of adults taking
specific actions related to mobility approaches, with 100% of the adults declaring that they
practiced safe mobility techniques following program involvement. Finally, 70% of participants
had learned more about the possible side effects of medications, while 81% of the adults
calculated and made adjustments to their intake of vitamin D and calcium if it was needed.
In the three months since the workshop, 21.1% of older adults indicated that they had
experienced a fall. This finding was less than half of the percentage that had fallen in the year
prior to the workshop. Among those who fell, the primary reasons cited were ice or snow, loss
of balance, lack of attention, or a home safety issue. Although the percentage of participants
who fell in the three month period (21.1%) cannot be directly compared to the percentage who
fell in the year prior to the workshop (46.2%) since those who responded following the workshop
were a subset of participants and the time periods were different, the contrast is interesting to
consider and further exploration of this outcome would be recommended.
Figure 1. Behavioral Steps Linked to Fall Prevention
Percentage of
Older Adults
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Note: N for each item is available from the authors.
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Demographic Influences on Participant Learning
Another question of interest for this study was whether participant learning about fall prevention
was associated with any of the demographic variables assessed in the study. The demographic
items examined as independent variables in this analysis were gender, age, family status, number
of persons in the household, residential location, and whether the person experienced a fall in the
last year. Two dependent variables, a single-item measure of overall participant learning and a
composite measure of the participant’s gain in fall prevention knowledge, were utilized in the
statistical analysis. The measure of knowledge gain regarding fall prevention was calculated as a
composite mean score of the difference between pre- and post-workshop knowledge scores on 7
items pertaining to fall risk. This measure showed approximately normal distribution based on
visual inspection of the Normal Q-Q Plot. A series of statistical analyses using analysis of
variance (ANOVA) were conducted to explore the influence of each demographic independent
variable on participant responses to the program.
Independent variables that were dichotomous included gender, number of persons in the
household (alone versus two or more persons), and experience of a fall in the last year (no or
yes). Age included four categories (ages 30 to 64; ages 65 to 74; ages 75 to 84; and age 85 or
over). Participant family status included three categories (married; widowed; and divorced,
separated or never married). Finally, residential location also included three categories (rural,
small town, and city). The significance level for p was set at .05 for the statistical analyses.
The first set of analyses used ANOVA to assess whether the identified demographic variables
had any meaningful association with overall participant learning. No statistically significant
relationship was identified between participant gender, age, family status, number of persons in
the household, residential location, or fall experience in the past year to the measure of overall
participant learning. In other words, the analyses suggest that these particular variables do not
significantly influence how participants rate their overall learning after participation in the
Stepping On program.
Additionally, a series of ANOVAs were calculated for each independent variable in relation to
the dependent variable of participant knowledge gain related to fall prevention. Again, there
were no statistically significant associations that emerged between participant knowledge gain
and any of the demographic variables noted above that were used in the analysis. Thus, the
amount of knowledge that participants perceive they gain following program participation does
not seem to vary significantly due to gender, age, number of persons in the household, previous
fall experience, or any of the other factors assessed.
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Qualitative Responses to the Program by Older Adults
Participants were asked to respond to a brief series of open-ended questions at the end of the
program. These responses were grouped for each question and analyzed for key themes that
emerged in the answers.
Behavioral changes most likely to be made. Participants identified three or four behavioral
steps as most likely to change. First, participants indicated they were most likely to continue or
increase the balance and strength exercises learned in the program, as well as walk more in
general to increase strength. One participant stated, “I will continue exercises because I feel I
am safer since I started.” Another behavior change many participants stated they were likely to
make was to practice safe mobility techniques. Specific mobility actions shared by participants
included walking heel-to-toe, scanning ahead when walking, and being aware of uneven surfaces
so as to avoid falls. Finally, doing things more slowly and cautiously, and addressing home
safety issues were additional steps participants were likely to take to reduce the risk of falls.
Important concepts learned in the program. Participants were asked a question about the most
important things learned both at the immediate end of the program and three months after the
program. At the end of the program, the participants overall cited the topics of exercise and safe
mobility techniques as the areas of most significant learning. Two other areas mentioned
frequently by participants were medications and home safety.
Responses to the follow-up survey three months later showed consistency. Again, the most
frequently cited topic by participants was safe mobility techniques and included comments, such
as (1) how to stand from a sitting position, (2) how to get up from a fall, and (3) getting in and
out of a car safely. Another area mentioned by participants was exercises, including comments
about the importance of practicing exercises routinely to maintain improvements in strength and
balance. Further, home safety was a frequently stated topic, including comments about
improving the safety of their homes and being constantly aware of potential hazards.
General comments on the workshop. Overall, the comments were very positive with three
themes emerging: (1) Participants perceived the workshop to be a valuable learning experience,
(2) The workshop leaders and guest experts contributed greatly to workshop effectiveness, and
(3) The small group format contributed positively to participants’ experience. The following
quotes represent participant responses:



“This was a wonderful workshop and I recommend it to other people. My balance
has improved.”
“The time was well spent and topics were of value to me to preserve my health and
mobility.”
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“A program such as this one gives me courage to keep living my life.”
“Presenters were excellent, encouraging, and professional.”
“Great class, great leaders, great environment, highly recommend this class!”
“We had the right number of people to have good discussion.”
“Nice to hear other participants’ comments, socializing was nice, too!”
Discussion

Fall-related injuries among older adults are a major public health concern due to the impacts on
older adult health and quality of life and the direct costs to the health care system. However,
falls are largely preventable, and state and federal entities are providing resources and funding to
recognize and implement evidence-based fall prevention programs at the community level. This
study suggests the Stepping On program has significant and positive benefits for participants in a
community-based setting.
The findings from this study originated from the initial two years of implementation of the
program. At the time this project originated in 2012, only one other published study on the
program existed, thus comparative information based on research was very limited. We provide
a brief review of findings from this study and linkages with other research on the Stepping On
program that has been published recently.
In this study, 46.2% of participants at baseline indicated they had fallen in the previous year,
while 65.3% indicated a fall in the previous year in the original Clemson et al. study (2004). No
other study on the program has identified fall reasons for older adults based on our review, yet
the “fall reasons” were identified and included in this study (see Table 2). Since the reasons for
falling can include a number of factors ranging from personal injury such as a hurt ankle
(physical) to slipping on ice (environmental), we suggest it can be helpful to know such
information for purposes of targeting prevention strategies to fall sources that individuals
encounter. Only one out of five (21.1%) participants who responded to the follow-up survey at
three months had fallen during that time period, suggesting a possible reduction in falls, but this
finding needs further study with more careful assessment and a longer time frame for follow-up.
Fall self-efficacy, which essentially measures a person’s confidence related to fall risk, has been
measured in some of the existing research on this program. Past results indicated that program
participants maintained confidence or had only slight reductions in their fall self-efficacy, while
nonprogram participants showed declines in their fall self-efficacy after a year (Anderson et al.,
2013; Clemson et al., 2004), although the most recent study showed a slight but significant
increase in fear of falling (Peterson et al., 2015). Anderson et al. (2013) utilized a researcherdeveloped measure of fall-related confidence and reported that participants self-reported
increased levels of confidence in preventing a fall. Similarly, at three months follow-up, nine out
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of ten participants in our study reported that they strongly felt the program had helped them to
reduce their fall risk.
Participant use of fall-related prevention behaviors is another variable that research on the
Stepping On program has included. In three existing studies, researchers found small but
significant increases in the use of fall prevention safety behaviors by program participants
(Anderson et al., 2013; Clemson et al., 2004; Peterson et al., 2015). In our study, though there
was no baseline measure (similar to Clemson et al., 2004) of fall-related prevention behavior,
participants at three months follow-up reported engaging in a wide array of safety behaviors
related to fall prevention (e.g., routinely practicing their exercises [66.7%]; see Figure 1).
Though only 43 percent of our participants completed the follow-up survey, the findings that
exist are encouraging and confirm previous studies that show positive effects on fall-related
prevention behaviors. Our study adds to this information by demonstrating that similar results
can occur when the program is implemented in a community setting by Extension staff and other
local partners.
Among the unique outcomes studied in this project that have not been examined in previous
research on the Stepping On program, we included measures of fall prevention knowledge,
perceived value of the program, and variations by selected demographic factors. Qualitative
feedback from participants was also reported in this research study, which has not been included
in previous studies. The study findings indicate the program has made a positive impact in the
level of knowledge related to fall risk factors and prevention and in the substantial followthrough on behavioral steps designed to minimize fall risk. As it has been suggested that
increasing participant knowledge of fall risk and prevention behaviors is a core program
objective, we felt it curious that it has not been examined previously, but this study does show
that the program has positive impacts in this area. Another important finding from the study
showed overall participant learning and participants’ perceived knowledge gain following
program completion were not significantly influenced by participant gender, age, family status,
number of persons in the household, residential location, or fall experience in the past year. This
pattern suggests Stepping On is an appropriate and effective intervention approach for a large
portion of community-dwelling older adults. The qualitative participant feedback also revealed
the program to be a valuable learning experience, with key elements such as the small group
format and use of guest experts contributing positively to the participants’ experience.
While findings associated with this program evaluation are encouraging, the limitations in this
study should also be mentioned. The sample population was not highly diverse, consisting of
mostly Caucasian, older women, though there was variation across family status, residential
location, and other factors. Therefore, further research with a broader cross section of the
population will be necessary to assess whether outcomes are similar with other segments of the
older adult population. Also, using a retrospective post-then-pre design has received some
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critique, so further assessment using other research methods is recommended. There was no
baseline measure of specific behaviors associated with falls prevention obtained before the
program to compare to participant actions taken after completing the program. However, the
follow-up survey findings seem to indicate the Stepping On program is having a positive impact
on participants taking behavioral actions linked to fall prevention. Finally, the response to the
three-month follow-up survey was fairly limited, and it may be that those who responded were
those participants who were more likely to engage in fall prevention behaviors.
Implications and Applications
The overall positive evaluation of Stepping On should serve as a motivational influence for
current class leaders and their sponsoring organizations to continue offering the workshops in
their respective communities. In addition, other organizations evaluating the possibility of
offering Stepping On as a new program in their communities may benefit from the availability of
such findings to use in their decision-making processes. As the Stepping On program continues
to grow, falls-related injuries and deaths should be monitored to determine the statewide impact
of this program. A few implications for Extension and community settings are discussed, as well
as implications for research and programming generally with regard to this program.
Implications for Extension and Community Settings
To launch the program’s implementation, the Extension Service was approached as a key partner
when the state health department sought to implement a fall prevention program statewide. After
the implementation phase began, the Extension Service was further identified as an entity that
could assist with the challenging process of program evaluation and reporting on a limited
budget. Within the state, this initial evaluation data will be relevant in showing results and
developing new partnerships to grow the Stepping On program, which in turn can result in
increased participant enrollment, an increased number of workshops offered, and an increased
number of counties offering the program. The goal should be to build stronger relationships
between clinical and community-based settings, fostering a more coordinated approach to falls
prevention in the state. As these next steps are taken, we hope to adapt the evaluation and use a
more rigorous approach to examine the longer-term impacts of Stepping On.
The findings of the project should also be useful to Extension Service personnel interested in
implementing a falls prevention program, such as Stepping On, by better understanding potential
opportunities and challenges. Establishing a strong set of partnerships was a key factor to the
program being launched and delivered effectively, allowing for the leveraging of resources such
as time, expertise, and funds. The local health department agency had grant funding for training
of class leaders, which covered the registration fees and travel costs for participants. Easing the
financial burden for participants (including Extension staff) and their sponsoring organizations
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was a necessary motivational approach to encourage involvement in this new program. Each
entity brought resources to the partnership for implementing the program. The state health
department also held the program license and was responsible for overall program
administration. The Extension Service was able to provide program evaluation and the
educational expertise and geographical reach of county Extension agents who became trained as
class leaders. Local Extension agents formed new partnerships with local health and senior
service providers to co-deliver the workshops. These local partnerships helped ease the time
burden involved in delivering the workshops and also opened the door for new collaborative
initiatives. In a rural state with many counties having a higher percentage of elderly residents,
the Stepping On program has garnered the interest and support of key community leaders and
funders, such as county commissioners.
The Extension Service was asked to design an evaluation approach quickly after the program
launched. The use of a retrospective study design for program evaluation may fit well with
requirements for program evaluation and reporting that are common in the Extension setting.
Additionally, it also seems to provide a good “fit” with the resources and abilities of Extension
and other programming staff working at a practice level or program operations level in the local
community context. Though there are challenges, it seems possible to both implement a fall
prevention program with Extension support and collect information that will be useful for
evaluation and reporting as needed.
Implications for Fall Prevention Research and Programs
Findings from this study that merit additional consideration and exploration with regard to
application and interventions related to fall prevention include the following:






It is possible to implement an evidence-based fall prevention program, such as
Stepping On, in a community-based setting with older adults. The ability to support
such a program is furthered by developing local partnerships with adult-serving
entities, cooperative local government, and educational institutions such as
Cooperative Extension.
In this study, nearly half of older adults had experienced a fall in the previous year
due to a variety of reasons. Assessing fall experience and the reasons for such
incidents can inform the context in which such a program is implemented and provide
focus for discussion during sessions of the program so that key fall risks are
addressed.
Participants expressed high levels of satisfaction with the program and selected
elements such as small group discussion and presentations by guest experts in each
topic area. These elements are part of the evidence-based model for Stepping On, and
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the positive response suggests the value of fidelity to elements of the program model
when operating an evidence-based educational program.
The findings indicated significant changes in participant knowledge of fall risk topics
for participants before and after their involvement in Stepping On. The topics that
showed the highest gains based on effect size, such as balance and strength exercises
and safe mobility techniques, were also those mentioned as being of most importance
by participants three months following the program. While all topics covered in the
program are valuable, these findings may suggest that these topic areas are of primary
importance or furnish the most opportunity for participant learning and application.
While only about 40 percent of participants completed the follow-up survey, a high
proportion of those responding (between 60 and 100 percent on each item) noted that
they had taken specific behavioral steps to reduce fall risk. Strategies to remind
participants of lessons learned and encourage follow-up actions to reduce fall risk
would be valuable to explore and implement between the end of the program and the
booster session three months later.
Study findings showed that demographic factors, such as age, gender, family status,
number of persons in the household, residential location, and previous fall experience
in the past, did not have a meaningful association with overall participant learning or
perceived knowledge gain regarding fall prevention. This pattern increases
confidence that the program can be implemented and be successful with older adults
across a wide range of such conditions.

These implications and others that emerge from the implementation and assessment of the
Stepping On program provide a variety of points to consider when pursuing and implementing
educational interventions for fall prevention with older adults.
In conclusion, this study demonstrates the effectiveness of the Stepping On program in assisting
older adults to gain a greater awareness of fall risk factors, take control of their fall risk factors,
explore different coping behaviors, and follow through on safety strategies in everyday life. As
the Baby Boom generation continues to age, interventions designed to assist them in maintaining
independence, mobility, and quality of life will be increasingly important. The Extension
Service can function as a critical and effective partner in facilitating such programs and bringing
their benefits to the lives of older adults.
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A Formative Evaluation with Extension Educators: Exploring
Implementation Approaches Using Web-based Methods
Adrienne M. Duke
Shnovia Joy Maxwell Scott
Auburn University
The article describes the formative evaluation of a bullying prevention program
called Be SAFE from the perspective of Extension educators. Twelve regional
and county educators from Family and Child Development and 4-H Youth
Development participated in our study. We used a web-based, mixed methods
approach, utilizing both Qualtrics, an online survey software platform, and
Scopia, a video conferencing application, to collect survey data and do a focus
group. The results of the survey show that three activities, Clear Mind, Mud
Mind, Take a Stand, and The Relationship Continuum, were perceived as
garnering the most participation from students. However, focus group data
indicated that while there was often a high level of participation, the subject
matter of the curriculum was too advanced for students in the fifth grade and that
classroom size affected how well educators could teach lessons. Furthermore,
school access was not an implementation challenge, but the amount of days
available to implement the full curriculum was sometimes limited. The data
collected through this formative evaluation were used to improve implementation
efforts. The process outlined in this article can be used as a model to help
program leaders who are interested in using web-based tools to evaluate
implementation processes.
Keywords: evaluation, formative evaluation, implementation research,
synchronous focus group, online survey
Introduction
Extension educators have long known the importance and necessity of evaluating the outcomes
of their programs and services (Rennekamp & Arnold, 2009). While all curricula have learning
outcomes, understanding implementation practices is also an important area in the program
development and evaluation process. Formative evaluation is a tool that can be used to assess
the implementation practices of a program during its evaluation efforts (Dane & Schneider,
1998; Duerden & Witt, 2012; Dusenbury, Brannigan, Hansen, Walsh, & Falco 2005). Formative
evaluation is “an assessment that focuses on the internal dynamics and actual operations of a
program in order to understand its strengths, weaknesses and changes that occur in it over time”
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(Scriven, 1996). Chambers (1994) also asserts that formative evaluation provides the data
needed to modify the initial intervention and its delivery so that the final program is more
effective.
Data from the implementation process provides Extension program leaders insight into how their
programs are working, ways they can be improved, and techniques educators use to conduct
programs in communities (Duerden & Witt, 2012). Since implementation varies widely, a
program implemented in multiple sites may experience varying degrees of success due to
different degrees of program integrity (Durlak & DuPre, 2008). In order to capture the nuances
of program implementation, this paper discusses the process of conducting a formative
evaluation with Extension educators implementing an anti-bullying program called Be SAFE.
Alabama Cooperative Extension System is using a collaborative approach between Family and
Child Development regional educators and 4-H Youth Development regional and county
educators to work to reduce bullying behaviors in Alabama schools. Students at participating
schools are engaged in a seven-week series using a curriculum called Be SAFE: Safe, Affirming,
and Fair Environments (Olsen & Pace, 2013) that teaches students about physical, verbal, and
indirect bullying (rumors, etc.), as well as cyberbullying. The curriculum takes a positive youth
development approach, largely focusing on promoting the development of emotional and social
intelligence and offering ways to help youth become allies when they observe bullying behaviors
(Olsen & Pace, 2013). This article describes our effort to gather information on the strengths and
challenges of implementing Be SAFE from the perspective of Extension educators.
Methods
Online software was used to conduct a mixed method study on the implementation of Be SAFE.
A mixed method approach was used to understand implementation strengths and challenges from
more than one perspective (for review of mixed methods, see Newman, Ridenour, Newman, &
DeMarco, 2003). We used a sequential transformative design in our study, collecting
quantitative data first, then qualitative data. In accordance with the design, no priority was given
to either form of data, and the data were analyzed together (Handon, Creswell, Plano Clark,
Petska, & Creswell, 2005). The sequential transformative design was used because it ensures
that the voices of diverse and alternative perspectives are heard (Handon et al., 2005).
Quantitative Data Collection
Survey data about the implementation of Be SAFE were collected through the online survey
design tool, Qualtrics (Qualtrics; Provo, UT). Qualtrics was used because it generates
customized surveys that are easy to create and are in accordance with IRB protections.
Educators who implemented Be SAFE were sent a non-identifying link to the survey to collect
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data anonymously. Twelve out of the thirteen Extension educators who implemented Be SAFE
completed the survey. The survey questions specifically asked about their perceptions of the
strengths and weaknesses of the curriculum (e.g., Based on your experience, which lesson was
the most difficult to implement? Based on your observation, which lessons had the most
participation? Which activity did you find the most difficult to get participation? According to
your observations, which activities had the greatest impact on students?) The next section asked
educators to rate their overall experiences using a 3-point Likert scale (exceeds expectations,
equals expectations, short of expectations). They ranked the following areas: activities in the
curriculum, the length of time they had to complete the activities, the number of lessons they are
required to do, and the overall level of youth participation during the program. Quantitative data
collected were based on the perceptions of the educators and are subjective.
Qualitative Data Collection
Synchronous focus groups were conducted with six of the twelve regional and county educators
using the video conferencing software, Scopia (Version 8.2.1; Avaya; Santa Clara, CA).
Synchronous focus groups are characterized by participants engaging in a chat room or online
conferencing forum at the same time (Murray, 1997). In online synchronous focus groups,
participants speak and type their comments over the course of the session. A running transcript
of these comments is continuously visible to all of the participants. As in face-to-face focus
groups, the moderator follows a written moderator’s guide, and the participants share their
opinions (Gaiser, 1997). While there has been some debate about the effectiveness of online
focus groups (Schneider, Kerwin, Frechtling, & Vivari, 2002), there are clear advantages when
collecting data from both county and regional educators located across the state. For example,
online focus groups are inexpensive because they do not require a meeting room, refreshments,
video recording, or travel (Landreth, 1998). While online focus groups allow people to attend
meetings without transportation constraints, it is also easier to opt out of attendance, as was the
case in our focus group. While all thirteen educators were invited, only six logged in to our chat
room.
In order to facilitate discussion, four open-ended questions were asked (What were some
strategies you used to engage youth during the activities in the curriculum? Did you do anything
outside of the curriculum? If so, what did you do that was outside of the curriculum during
implementation? What were some of the challenges of implementing the curriculum?). With
participant approval, the session was recorded.
Data Analysis
Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics for each item. Response tables were
generated through Qualtrics that include percentages and ranks for each question. Qualitative
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data were analyzed using thematic analysis (Vaismoradi, Turunen, & Bondas, 2013). Data from
the written chat transcript and the transcript from the recorded session were read by the two
authors and coded inductively. During analysis, specific themes were developed based on
repeated words and phrases that captured core messages reported.
Findings and Discussion
Quantitative Assessment of Strengths
Educators were asked to indicate which lessons they perceived to have the highest level of
student participation and involvement. They were also asked to indicate which lessons they
thought had the greatest learning impact. Table 1 shows that the activity, Clear Mind, Mud
Mind, had the highest level of participation from youth. Educators indicated that The
Relationship Continuum Activity, Take a Stand, and Who am I lessons had the next highest rates
of participation.
As it relates to perceived learning outcomes, Table 1 also indicates that Clear Mind, Mud Mind
was perceived as having the greatest impact, Take a Stand had the second highest percentage,
followed by an even percentage ranking for The Relationship Continuum Activity, Who am I,
What Makes Bullying Real to You, and Speaking up and Standing With: Skills for Being an Ally.
Table 1. Activities with the Greatest Strengths
Lesson Name
Standing up Assertive versus Aggressive
Responses
Speaking up and Standing With: Skills for
Being an Ally
What’s the Difference Activity
Taking Action to Stop Cyberbullying
What Makes Bullying Real for You
Who Am I
Take a Stand
The Relationships Continuum Activity
Clear Mind, Mud Mind: Understanding State of
Mind

Rate of
Participation

Greatest Learning
Outcomes

8%

23%

15%

46%

15%
23%
23%
31%
38%
46%

38%
23%
46%
46%
54%
46%

62%

69%

Quantitative Assessment of Challenges
Educators were asked to indicate which lessons they perceived to be the most difficult to
implement and which activities they perceived to be the most difficult to get participation. Table
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2 shows that forty-six percent of the educators indicated that both nothing in the curriculum was
difficult to implement as well as there was not an activity in the curriculum that was difficult to
get student participation. Three activities, Who Am I, The Relationship Continuum Activity, and
Speaking up and Standing With: Skills for Being an Ally, had similar percentage rates as it relates
to difficulty in implementation and student participation.
Table 2. Activities with the Most Challenges

Lesson Name
Take a Stand
What Makes Bullying Real for You
Clear Mind, Mud Mind: Understanding
State of Mind
What’s the Difference Activity
Taking Action to Stop Cyberbullying
Standing up Assertive versus
Aggressive Responses
Speaking up and Standing With: Skills
for Being an Ally
The Relationships Continuum Activity
Who Am I
Nothing was difficult to implement

Found the Lesson
Difficult to Implement
0%
8%

Found the Lesson
Difficult to Get Student
Participation
0%
8%

8%

8%

8%
8%

8%
0%

15%

0%

15%

15%

15%
15%
46%

15%
15%
46%

Overall, we found that the activity, Clear Mind, Mud Mind, had the highest observed level of
participation and was perceived as having the greatest learning outcomes for youth participants.
When asked about the difficulty of implementation, educators indicated that there was very little
difficulty, and most of the activities from the curriculum had adequate participation. While the
survey provided important information about educator experiences, the study would have been
strengthened by utilizing objective measures of implementation process and skill. Although this
is a limitation in our quantitative data, our qualitative data provide more information to help
understand the implementation experiences of educators.
Qualitative Assessment of Strengths and Challenges
Analysis of the focus group data generated three themes related to the strengths and challenges
of implementing Be SAFE: access into schools, the grade level of participants, and the classroom
size (numerical and spatial).
School access. School access is often cited as an issue for many programs; however, it was not
cited as an implementation challenge by our educators. The positive experiences of our
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Extension educators can be attributed to the positive relationships we have with schools and our
history of helpful, effective programming. The ease of access in schools can also be attributed to
the high need for bullying prevention in schools. Administrators understand that bullying
prevention efforts are legally mandated for all schools in Alabama, particularly as they relate to
adopting measures to prevent harassment and creating a plan of action when bullying is reported
(Crain, 2012). Therefore, Be SAFE achieves an important actionable step for schools.
Although educators have experienced minimal resistance gaining access to schools, the length of
time allotted to educators in each school has varied. When asked about school access, regional
and county educators stated that some schools welcomed the seven-day series saying, “They
were happy for me to come as many times as I needed,” while other schools preferred a one-time
presentation. One agent stated, “I enjoyed doing the PowerPoint presentation at the schools
because most principals were more willing to have me or some trained leaders come and present,
rather than doing a series of lessons.” The range of time allotted raised questions about reducing
the number of activities offered. During the focus group, we presented a chart of all of the
activities in order to determine which ones to remove. However, instead of omitting lessons,
educators suggested combining lessons to help reduce the days spent in each school. Lessons
were thus combined so that Be SAFE could be implemented in five days instead of seven days.
Participant grade level. Be SAFE is a curriculum designed for youth ages 11–14; therefore,
Extension educators conducted the program in fifth through eighth grades. Feedback from the
educators indicated that participation was highest in sixth and seventh grades. The educators’
perception of the students’ comprehension and interpretation of specific lessons was consistently
connected to the age and maturity level of the students in their class. In particular, educators
reported that maturity, as it relates to youth behavior, affected the classroom environment.
Maturity, as a psychosocial construct, is the capacity to function adequately on one's own, to
contribute to social cohesion, and to interact adequately with others (Greenberger & Sorensen,
1974). In the context of implementing Be SAFE, youth’s ability to contribute to social cohesion
and interact adequately with others was challenging for some students in the fifth grade. One
educator stated, “the fifth graders didn’t take the program very seriously in the same way sixth
graders did . . . especially during some of the activities.” Another agent stated, “Sometimes they
were just not as well behaved.” Furthermore, cognitive maturity was also perceived to play a
role in younger youth’s ability to participate in and understand certain concepts and activities.
During our focus group discussion, an educator stated, “Each class, the wording of the
curriculum had to be explained to the fifth graders.” Another educator agreed by stating, “Yes, it
was hard to explain some of the concepts to the fifth graders.”
In contrast, one educator reported that her experiences implementing the curriculum with fifth,
sixth, and seventh grade students led her to believe that seventh grade, around age 13, was the
ideal age for the range of activities. Research suggests that during early adolescence, individuals
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show marked improvements in reasoning (especially deductive reasoning), information
processing (in both efficiency and capacity), and expertise (Keating, 2004). Since many of the
activities require students to process through bullying scenarios and to reflect on how their
individual actions can affect others, it is conceivable that cognitively, some things were too
advanced for many fifth graders. As it relates to psychosocial maturation, research suggests that
as youth mature, there are increases in self-control and a stronger resistance to peer influence
(Monahan, Steinberg, Cauffman, & Mulvey, 2009; Steinberg & Cauffman, 1996). These two
factors could have contributed to educators experiencing a less challenging classroom setting
when working with older adolescents. In response to these observations, we determined that the
lowest grade level for implementation would be the sixth grade.
Classroom size. The implementation of Be SAFE was affected by the physical classroom size
and the number of students. According to Finn and Achilles (1999), smaller classes allow less
time to be spent on classroom management and more time to be spent on instruction, while larger
classes constrain teaching and learning interactions. The Extension educators in our focus group
reported similar findings. During our discussion, it was clear that large classroom settings were
the most difficult context in which to implement the program. It was not only the number of
students but the classroom space that made a difference. The Extension educators specifically
talked about implementing the curriculum activities in gym spaces, which they noticed created a
context that reduced participation and created more opportunities for disciplinary problems. One
agent stated, “The larger the class, the harder it is to complete the lessons and activities.”
Another agent stated, “It is hard to get everyone’s attention and keep it in such a large space. It
was really challenging.” Since this educator felt that she was losing fidelity to the program, she
decided to stop the series and do a one-time presentation. Educators who implemented the
curriculum in smaller classroom settings enjoyed more class participation. One agent stated that
in her small group of students, everyone was engaged and she had no problems getting through
the curriculum. As a result, we decided that if schools cannot provide a classroom for
implementation, educators should do a one-time assembly instead of a series.
Overall, school access, grade level of participants, and classroom size were discussed in depth by
educators. While school access was not an issue, the length of time educators were allowed to
implement Be SAFE varied. Classroom size was also important to the perceived participation of
the students. Large classroom settings and large class sizes were difficult to manage, while
smaller classroom settings and sizes were more manageable. The grade level of participants was
also important to understanding why some lessons may have had lower rates of participation.
When examining the activities, Who Am I, The Relationship Continuum Activity, and Speaking
up and Standing With: Skills for Being an Ally, it is apparent that these activities require higher
level thinking skills by youth to problem solve and be introspective about their lives. While we
learned valuable information about the implementation process, we would have benefited from
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having all of the educators participate in a focus group. The data only reflect the experiences of
half of the individuals who are implementing the program.
Conclusion
We used the data collected through the formative evaluation to understand the strengths and
challenges of implementing Be SAFE and to improve the implementation quality of the program.
We shared a report of our findings with those who were not able to join the focus group and
included the lessons learned from Extension educators in the field during our next program
training meeting. We also used the formative evaluation to reduce the number of lessons
implemented by the educator from seven lessons to five.
Through formative evaluation with Extension educators, we were able to foster a space for
dialogue between educators in the community and state specialists. Our use of web-based
technologies allowed us, at a low cost, to discuss strengths, challenges, and effective
implementation strategies for the Be SAFE program. Overall, the evaluation data provided
valuable information that can enhance the assistance we give educators who are newly joining
the project.
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A Conceptual Model for Selecting Extension
Delivery Methods to Plan Better Programs
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Extension educators today face several challenges in designing, delivering, and
evaluating programs. Achieving successful program outcomes is becoming
increasingly difficult. Educators must choose amongst a wide variety of
technology and delivery methods, all while facing resource constraints such as
cost, time, and materials. Educators require a tool that helps them to select
delivery methods that achieve more successful program outcomes. We developed
a conceptual model that connects the scholarly works of Bloom et al., Dale, and
Bennett with over 30 program delivery methods. This article demonstrates the
model’s utility by applying it to a past program on smoking cessation.
Keywords: conceptual model, tool, Extension program, delivery methods, Bloom,
Bennett, Dale
Introduction
Extension has a long history and tradition of delivering programs to clientele. Over the last 100
years, Extension educators have witnessed significant changes in the delivery of programs that
has been driven by technological changes, the nature of Extension program offerings, the
clientele it serves, and the resources needed to deliver programs. The technological revolution in
the last 10-plus years has significantly altered the way Extension delivers its programs. For
example, more programs are now delivered online using a variety of devices and communication
technologies. Many of our in-service training programs and meetings are offered through the
internet. In addition to these changes, Extension is faced with declining resources and an
increased demand for documenting program outcomes. In light of such constraints and changes,
Extension educators must find new ways to increase the effectiveness and efficiency of their
program delivery methods. A need exists to provide Extension educators with a tool that can
effectively and efficiently select the most appropriate delivery methods to achieve better program
outcomes.
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Several researchers have documented the value of various educational delivery methods in
effectively communicating information to clientele. Fedele (1985) indicated that information
delivery is done by a number of methods. For example, print-based information serves the
clientele with specific answers to a myriad of topics. Audio-visual methods such as radio and
video tapes often provide information without personally involving Extension educators. Mass
media delivery methods, such as radio, television, and newspapers, are used to advertise events,
foresee client needs, and report agriculture business information. These methods are used in a
variety of ways and in a number of contexts, depending on the needs of program participants. In
recent years, Extension has changed its delivery mechanisms due to technological advances,
clientele’s access to the internet, and clientele’s familiarity and confidence using internet
resources. Additionally, reduction in funding and increased demand for putting information on
the internet and delivering information using electronic devices have contributed to a shift from
the use of traditional methods.
Richardson (2001) classified educational delivery methods into three groups: experiential,
reinforcement, and integrative. According to Richardson, to promote effective and efficient
learning, a delivery system should include methods, wherever possible, that provide desired
experiential opportunities for the learner, reinforce the learning, and provide opportunity for the
learner to integrate new information with existing knowledge and skills. Richardson further
identified several factors that should be considered in the delivery of educational information:
the target audience, the educational objective, the type and content of the message being
provided, the characteristics of the delivery method, and the method's utility for providing
desired learning support. However, one additional factor that should be considered in the
selection and delivery of information is the desired or expected outcomes as a result of delivering
an Extension program using a particular method or a combination of methods. This article
examines and connects several delivery methods to the desired outcomes that Extension
programs commonly intend to produce.
The purpose of this article is to provide a tool, in the form of a conceptual model, which connects
the models of three educational scholars: Bloom, Engelhart, Furst, Hill, and Krathwohl (1956),
Dale (1970), and Bennett (1975). These models serve as foundations for teaching in both formal
and nonformal settings. By connecting educational research to specific delivery methods, the
conceptual model can aid Extension educators in selecting the most appropriate delivery methods
to achieve better program outcomes. We will first briefly describe the key components of each
educational model. Then, we will connect the three educational models using our conceptual
model in the context of Extension programming. We will then discuss the application of the
conceptual model to a specific program whose goal was to change awareness, attitudes, and
behaviors of program participants.
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Description of the Three Scholarly Models
The taxonomy of Bloom et al. (1956) categorizes learning into three domains: cognitive,
psychomotor, and affective. The cognitive domain describes mental development: knowledge,
comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. The psychomotor domain
describes physical or motor skill development: imitation, manipulation, precision, articulation,
and naturalization. The affective domain refers to the development or alteration of beliefs and
values: characterizing, organizing, valuing, responding, and receiving. Extension programs can
use all three domains to select and articulate intended program outcomes.
Dale’s (1970) cone of experience connects learning to different types of educational experiences
and instructional methods. The cone refers to the model’s shape, in which different methods are
arranged according to the type of educational experiences they provide the learner, with learning
being compounded as more experiences are combined. In verbal receiving experiences, the
learner uses verbal symbols (i.e., words) to learn concepts. Visual receiving experiences include
using visual symbols such as readings, diagrams, still pictures, and drawings to learn concepts.
Other forms of verbal and visual receiving include radio, recordings, motion pictures, and
educational television. Receiving and participation add to the learning process and include
demonstrations (observation and questioning), dramatized experiences (acting or watching others
act), and contrived experiences (using models that represent reality or real-life experiences).
Learning by doing, or having direct purposeful experiences, is the optimal way for the learner to
experience and learn a concept or process. Verbal and visual receiving are classified as passive
experiences, while receiving and participation and doing are classified as active experiences.
Extension program participants may benefit the most from direct, purposeful experiences (i.e.,
learning by doing), but due to time, money, or other limiting factors, visual and verbal receiving
or receiving and participation experiences may be more feasible.
Bennett’s (1975) hierarchy uses a series of levels to evaluate an Extension program’s ability to
affect participants and outcomes; two such levels include KASA (knowledge, attitude, skills, and
aspirations) change, followed by behavior change. We add the concept of awareness before
knowledge to form an expanded acronym of AKASABc (Rogers, 2003). The concept of
awareness provides information that an educational program exists to address a particular issue
(e.g., obesity), but knowledge provides how-to information specifically about the program
curriculum, how to join the program, and why the program can help to reduce obesity (Rogers,
2003). This order represents a logical progression of participant change. A program first builds
awareness, then provides new knowledge, increases desirable attitudes about the subject,
provides the necessary skills to address the subject, increases participants’ willingness or desire
to take action, and finally results in that action, ideally in the form of sustained behavior change.
An Extension program may seek to affect or change all components of AKASABc or may only
seek to change a few, depending on program goals and resources.
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All three educational models can be used independently to shape educational programming and
Extension delivery methods. However, the conceptual relationships between the three models
have not been clearly identified and presented in a user-friendly manner for practitioners to use
in program design, delivery, and evaluation.
Approach (Development of Our Conceptual Model)
We began the development of our new conceptual model by representing the models of Bloom et
al.’s (1956) taxonomy of learning domains, Dale’s (1970) cone of experience, and Bennett’s
(1975) modified KASA/behavior change levels with awareness as an additional level, each as a
separate hierarchical triangle with their respective model components listed inside (Figure 1).
Figure 1. Hierarchical Triangles of Bloom et al., Bennett, and Dale Models

We wanted our model to indicate the relationships between the three scholarly models (Bloom et
al., Dale, and Bennett) and other factors that shape the success of program outcomes, including:
Percentage of given audience affected, Resources needed, Impact of learning experiences, and
Degree of audience participation required (Figure 2). Our model indicates these relationships
between models in two distinct ways: 1) the physical shape of each triangle model; and 2) the
related factor labels in between the triangles with ranges and directional arrows. The physical
shape of each model signifies more or higher as the triangle width increases from the thin apex
to the wide base and signifies fewer or lower as the triangle width decreases from the wide base
to the thin apex.
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Figure 2. Hierarchical Triangle Models with Factor Labels in Between

The Bloom et al. and Bennett models are both represented by upright triangles because they
explain the effects of educational programming on a given audience in similar ways. The shapes
of the Bloom et al. and Bennett models demonstrate that a larger percentage (wide base of the
triangle) of the audience will be affected at the lower levels (cognitive, awareness, and
knowledge) than will be affected at the higher levels (affective, aspirations, and behavior
change), as represented by the width (thinner apex of the triangle). The factor label Percentage
of given audience affected shows that given a program aimed at changing all levels (awareness
through behavior change or cognitive through affective change), the educator can expect a larger
segment of the audience to achieve lower levels of change and a smaller segment to achieve
higher levels of change. There are clearly many influences that may play a role in program
outcomes and the model cannot provide specific percentages or figures. However, this factor
label demonstrates a generally held notion of behavior change agents that changing awareness or
knowledge among a large number of people in a given program is more realistic than changing
the behaviors of that same number of people (Kelly & Barker, 2016; Markman, 2014; Pratt &
Bowman, 2008).
Dale’s cone of experience already has a triangular shape, which fit well with our modeling logic
and layout. The triangle’s inverted shape comes from the compounding of learning as the
participant is exposed to multiple educational experiences from one-way verbal receiving
(bottom vortex) to more interaction and direct action or doing (wide top). The two factor labels
associated with Dale’s model, Impact of learning experiences and Degree of audience
participation required, also indicate the effects at different levels of program outcomes. As the
audience is engaged with more sensory and active experiences, the impact of learning increases.
In order to get audience members to achieve purposeful action or to learn by doing, a greater
level of participation or engagement from the learner is required by the educator.
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The models do not share the same number of concept levels (Bloom et al. – 3, Dale – 4, Bennett
– 6); therefore, we aligned the levels based on logic and experience, placing horizontal lines
across each triangle to separate the levels (Figure 3). Cognitive learning, awareness, and
knowledge are primarily delivered through speech or lecture (verbal receiving), though cognitive
learning can also rely on visual elements (visual receiving). Attitudes can be affected by oral
argument alone (verbal receiving); however, seeing is believing, therefore attitudes are also
linked with visual receiving. Skill and psychomotor development are often carried out through
visual demonstrations, but also through active participation and practice. Aspirations represent
the will or desire to act, but a person exhibits behavior change only when repeated or purposeful
action is taken. The affective domain is the highest domain in Bloom et al.’s taxonomy and
represents independent thought, valuation, and response. The affective domain is in line with
Dale’s doing, where the learner actively takes on their own educational experiences and
Bennett’s behavior change, where the individual is choosing to alter their behavior based on their
aspirations. The affective domain is also connected to receiving and participation because
without the receiving and participation experience, the learner would not be able to fully achieve
the intended behavior change (Frisby, Weber, & Beckner, 2014).
Figure 3. Alignment and Relationships of Bloom et al., Dale, and Bennett Model Components

Next, we selected several common delivery methods, based on literature cited in this article
(Bennett, 1975; Bloom et al., 1956; Richardson, 2001) and our own experiences, for each of
Dale’s four levels. We positioned each group of delivery methods within the fourth and final
triangle of our model, mirroring Dale’s inverted triangle. The delivery methods associated with
each level of Dale’s cone of experience are listed below:
Verbal Receiving: In-person question and answer session; group discussion; lecture; radio; and
online streaming and recorded audio.
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Visual Receiving: Readings; charts, graphs, and diagrams; still pictures; drawings; online and
DVD video; mobile applications (phone/tablet/laptop); instructor demonstrations; educational
TV; and field trips (field trials/plots).
Receiving and Participation: Hands-on demonstrations; observing and questioning;
individualized instruction; dramatizations, role-play, and skits; modeling of concepts;
workshop/training; online forums and webinars; and social networking.
Doing: Participant testimonials; translating and sharing field experience; evaluation of adopted
technology; participant-experimentation; one-on-one client consultations; role-play and skits;
participant-led public speaking and demonstrations; participant-initiated online question/answer
forums and wiki-sites; social networking.
We then added the delivery methods triangle along with the remaining factor label Resources
needed to form our final model (Figure 4).
Figure 4. Final Model Connecting Bloom et al., Dale, Bennett, and Delivery Methods

It was important to indicate the relationship between the learning process/educational outcomes
and the resources needed to support such programming. We identified three main resources
(time, materials, and cost). This factor label is associated with the delivery methods triangle, but
the relationship also applies to the Bloom et al., Bennett, and Dale models. In order to achieve
higher forms of learning (affective, doing, behavior change), more in-depth, participant-driven
experiences and methods are needed. In general, these higher forms of learning and change
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require more time to occur, more materials to be used, and more costs associated with venues,
food/drink, educational materials, transportation, equipment, and follow-up with participants for
program evaluation (Radhakrishna & Bowen, 2010).
To download an 8.5” x 11” PDF version of the model in color or monotone, use the following
shortened URL (https://tinyurl.com/ydxkeunb) or the full-length URL
(https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B6-dWXG-Vxl5VnpBUUZ1SW9QT0E).
Using the Conceptual Model
To demonstrate the conceptual model’s utility, we applied the model to a previously developed
smoking cessation program designed for middle and high school students. The goal of the
program was to create awareness of the negative effects of smoking and to change the attitudes
and behaviors of the program participants.
The most effective way to begin using the conceptual model is to first identify the learning goals
or objectives of the program. This program had three aims: increase awareness of negative
smoking effects; change attitudes about smoking (i.e., from favorable to unfavorable); and
change behaviors (i.e., stopping those who do smoke and preventing those who may start
smoking). Once the goals/objectives have been identified, the educator matches them to the
appropriate levels in Bloom et al.’s taxonomy or Bennett’s hierarchy. Bennett’s hierarchy
provides the greatest number of delineated levels, making it easier to match specific program
objectives to the conceptual model’s concepts, but either panel can be used for this purpose.
After locating the awareness level in the Bennett panel, the educator physically turns the model
to the Delivery Methods panel and identifies the set of methods (i.e. verbal receiving methods)
aligned with the awareness level. At first look, the methods may seem limited to only verbal
receiving. However, if the educator places the awareness objective within the context of Bloom
et al.’s cognitive domain, they will see that the cognitive domain aligns with verbal receiving and
visual receiving methods. The conceptual model shows that in order to increase awareness, the
educator could use verbal methods such as an in-person talk at a school assembly, a group
discussion, or question and answer session with students in class. Visual methods such as
informational diagrams or posters could also be used to spread awareness of the harmful effects
of smoking.
Applying the same steps, the conceptual model demonstrates that similar verbal and visual
receiving methods could also be used to change attitudes. The educator could show photos of
the effects that smoking has on the lungs, skin, or mouth to change students’ attitudes. They
could hold an in-person class discussion with a smoking-related cancer survivor to reinforce the
consequences.
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To achieve behavior change, the educator could use multiple methods from the Delivery
Methods panel, working their way up through all levels to the top. To achieve Bennett’s
behavior change or Bloom et al.’s affective domain, the educator could have students act out
skits in which participants are shown how smoking leads to cancer and brings a lot of pain and
even death. Participants who have been around people who smoke could share their experiences
such as finding it hard to breathe or having their clothes smell like smoke after being around that
person.
The conceptual model also shows the related factors of achieving different levels of participant
change. More time, resources, and participant engagement are needed to stop people who smoke
and prevent others from starting. While fewer participants may be affected at this level, the
impact of the experiences on those affected participants will be greater.
Conclusion and Implications
Our conceptual model is a novel way of connecting and presenting three foundational scholarly
works of Bloom et al., Bennett, and Dale with common delivery methods used in Extension
programming. The model serves as a tool to aid the Extension educator in four ways:
1. It is a reference guide to recall the components of three educational models of Bloom
et al., Dale, and Bennett;
2. It lists over 30 different delivery methods that can be used in Extension programs;
3. It visually and conceptually connects all three educational models (Bloom et al., Dale
and Bennett) and components with specific educational techniques (delivery
methods) to aid Extension educators in selecting specific methods for desired
program outcomes; and
4. It informs the educator, through the four different factor labels in-between, about the
potential educational impact of their methods, the degree of audience engagement
required, the amount of resources needed, and the relative number of people that can
be affected at each level.
As a result of these benefits, Extension educators who use this tool will be better prepared to
design and select effective delivery methods that will lead to better program outcomes.
As Extension educators implement this model, we will determine its effectiveness in achieving
better outcomes through continued research. Potential next steps include using an experimental
design approach to empirically measure the associations of components within the model to each
other and to compare the overall effectiveness of using the model to traditional delivery method
selection.
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We propose this conceptual model to generate discussion and further empirical inquiry to
validate and test the model using existing programs. For example, one could review a program
to determine if a particular delivery method resulted in the desired change as suggested by the
model. However, we acknowledge there are limitations inherent in this proposed model. We
urge caution in applying the model to current program planning and delivery method selection.
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Assessing the Tennessee Extension Master Gardener Program Using
Both County Coordinator and Extension Volunteer Perspectives
Natalie R. Bumgarner
Joseph L. Donaldson
The University of Tennessee
The Extension Master Gardener (EMG) program is a vital contributor to
Tennessee Extension residential and consumer horticulture education and
outreach. In 2014, 2,480 volunteers statewide completed service and education
requirements to achieve or maintain certified EMG status. These volunteers, led
by Tennessee Extension agent county coordinators, contributed over 178,800
hours of service while recording over 30,300 hours of continuing education.
These totals illustrate both the contributions of EMG volunteers to horticulture
outreach and their desire for education to enhance their own knowledge and skill.
Understanding the most needed areas of training for EMG volunteers to support
their education and outreach to residents is critical to the growth and impact of
the program. Therefore, a study was undertaken in 2015 to survey both EMG
volunteers and coordinators to determine educational needs for volunteers as well
as the preferred training delivery methods. Respondents consistently rated
horticultural training in edible and ornamental crops as well as pest and disease
management as high priorities. Similarly, hands-on and in-person presentations
and printed materials were rated as highly important training methods. Results
indicate potential training priorities for the future but also suggest a need to
explore differences between coordinator and volunteer perspectives in some
areas.
Keywords: Residential, consumer, horticulture, volunteer, coordinator, outreach,
Master Gardener, education, training
Introduction and Rationale
The Tennessee Extension Master Gardener (TEMG) program is a crucial contributor to statewide
outreach that enhances the ability of Tennessee (TN) Extension to deliver research-based
horticultural information to residents and consumers. The program currently involves
approximately 2,480 Extension Master Gardener (EMG) volunteers, more than 35 county
Extension agents who serve as county coordinators, and many Extension specialists who
contribute to training materials and events.
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From a statewide program perspective, the two critical stakeholder groups for TEMG are
volunteers and coordinators. Recruiting and retaining volunteers is obviously essential for the
program. Therefore, it is common for surveys and assessments to investigate volunteer attitudes
about program priorities (Relf & McDaniel, 1994), program benefits and values (Schrock,
Meyer, Ascher, & Snyder, 2000), and factors affecting involvement in the program (Rohs,
Stribling, & Westerfield, 2002; Rohs & Westerfield, 1996; Strong & Harder, 2011;Wilson &
Newman, 2011). However, it is much less frequent that attitudes and opinions of Extension
personnel who coordinate local EMG groups and programming are assessed. Coordinator input
is vital not only because of their key role in program leadership and administration but also
because of their specific knowledge of local horticultural needs and outreach opportunities.
The TEMG program provides education to TN residents across a range of horticultural topics
including sustainable landscape design and maintenance, water and soil stewardship in
residential areas, pest identification and management, noncommercial food production, youth
horticulture education, as well as human well-being enhancements related to horticulture and
plants. It is common to survey EMG volunteers for their perspectives on horticultural topics,
such as invasive plants, genetically modified organisms, or landscape management (Borisova et
al., 2012; Klingeman, Hall, & Babbit, 2006). Unlike these assessments of EMG volunteer
perspectives on current horticultural topics, this survey focused on areas of direct educational
needs within the program (Moravec, 2006). To enable EMG volunteers to carry out education in
these many horticultural areas, initial and ongoing training must occur. A focus of this survey
was determining the highest priority training needs within the TEMG program to prepare
volunteers to carry out educational outreach.
In addition to education in horticultural topics, the efficient operation of EMG organizations and
educational outreach involves other potential areas of training including financial management,
leadership, and teaching skills. While all areas are important, limited personnel and resources
must always be allocated to address areas of largest need to enhance impact statewide.
Assessing the relative importance of horticultural versus organizational education was a goal of
this effort.
Efficiency and efficacy in training also involves understanding the most impactful methods and
tools of instruction (Moore & Bradley, 2015). Many EMG programs nationwide have
investigated or introduced elements of distance, video or online learning for their volunteers
(Jeannette & Meyer, 2002; Langellotto-Rhodaback, 2010; VanDerZanden & Hilgert, 2002;
Young, 2007). Currently, the TEMG program does not heavily utilize these methods, but the
need and opportunity may arise in the future. This assessment was designed to include both
horticultural and organizational areas of training as well as preferred delivery methods.
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Purpose and Objectives
Since volunteers and coordinators may see needs differently, a key aspect of statewide program
management is periodic assessment of their respective views on critical educational areas of
need. Therefore, the main goal of this work was to compare rankings of needs areas of these two
stakeholder groups both jointly and separately. This project was conceived because of divergent
feedback received from these two groups at the state level. Its purpose was to solicit feedback to
enhance understanding of both volunteer and coordinator needs to provide a comprehensive
perspective on designing the framework for education and training in the TEMG program. The
conceptual framework was exploratory in nature as this study was a program needs assessment.
Specific objectives were to




Determine high priority needs in educational content in both horticulture and
organization,
Determine preferred methods of training and content delivery, and
Assess whether volunteers and county coordinators view these needs similarly.
Design and Survey Methodology

The survey was constructed to address the major theoretical framework and objectives presented
above and study questions including methods that influence the quality of training experience,
needs of the participants, and relative importance of specific horticultural and organizational
topics. The survey had 33 questions; 27 were closed-ended questions, and six were open-ended
questions. Specific questions addressed in this survey were the areas of horticultural and
organizational information deemed most important and the preferred methods of delivery for
these educational topics. Example questions and survey layout are shown in Figure 1.
Although 2,480 EMG volunteers were active in the TEMG program in 2014, the Tennessee
Extension database houses both current and historical records, so contact information is
maintained for those no longer actively volunteering in the TEMG program. Contact
information in the database was held for 3,639 EMG volunteers, and 2,568 (70%) had email
addresses. Of these 2,568, 1,617 were active (63%), and 951 were inactive (37%). Active refers
to those who had participated in at least one program or activity during the previous year or had
specifically asked their local Extension office to remain part of EMG mailing lists.
It was important that samples drawn for this study were randomly selected so that they would
represent the population on the key variable of inactive and active membership since both groups
of stakeholders might hold valuable but different perspectives. Random selection also enabled
researchers to generalize the results to the total TEMG population. All samples were drawn
using a random number generator by Haahr (2008).
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Figure 1. Example Survey Questions

A pretest was administered in January 2015 using a sample of 25 EMG names. TEMG status
(active or inactive) and email addresses were drawn from the 2,568 EMGs with email addresses.
Of the 25 selected for the pretest sample, 16 were active (64%), and nine were inactive (35%).
The pretest participants were asked to complete the survey and to share any information to
clarify the questions and/or improve survey flow. Of the 25 EMGs in the pretest sample, two
(8%) email invitations were undeliverable for a corrected sample of 23. Volunteers were given
one month to respond to the pretest, and a weekly reminder email was sent, consistent with the
Tailored Design Method (TDM) (Dillman, 2006). The TDM was slightly modified since
nonrespondents were not tracked; the follow-up email was sent to all members of the pilot group
to provide full anonymity to respondents. Response times and rates were monitored to determine
response period length for the main survey. The pretest response rate was 60% (14 of 23).
After determining through the pretest that the survey instrument was appropriate, a second
sample of 416 EMGs was drawn; 16% of the population with email addresses (416 of 2,568). Of
these 416 EMGs, 66 emails were returned (16%). Therefore, the corrected sample was 350; 217
were active (62%), and 133 were inactive (38%).
In addition to the 350 EMGs contacted, the survey was also sent to all 39 Extension Agents who
serve as county EMG coordinators. Participants were invited to participate via email. The study
was conducted for three weeks in March 2015 with weekly reminder emails. The survey was
constructed and deployed using Qualtrics Research Suite (2009). The modified TDM used in the
pilot study was again followed (Dillman, 2006). In a meta-analysis of online surveys, Cook,
Heath, and Thompson (2000) found an average response rate for online surveys of 39.6%. Since
the response rates achieved were at or above this average, a final follow-up during the study’s
fourth week was not sent. While the response rate among EMG was lower for the actual survey
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(43%) than the pilot (60%), this is understandable given that the pilot was conducted in January
and the actual study was conducted in March. It is expected that EMG would be more occupied
with TEMG programming and gardening activities in March.
A total of 184 surveys were completed by both EMG and volunteers (see Table 1). Results were
intended to inform EMG program planning. However, after considering the results, it was
evident that the findings had broad implications for EMG programs and Extension volunteerism
programs. Therefore, researchers requested and received approval from the University of
Tennessee Institutional Review Board (IRB number 15-02253-XM) to publish this research.
Upon completion of the survey period, data were compiled and analyzed in total as well as
separately based on respondent designation as a volunteer or coordinator. Means and standard
deviations from responses to all closed-ended questions were calculated. From these data and
the response number, 95% confidence intervals were calculated to determine if statistically
significant differences were present in the responses. This discussion focuses on responses to
closed-ended questions relating to 14 topics, including 6 horticultural, 4 organizational, and 4
training methods. These topics addressed both educational content and delivery needs.
Table 1. Participant Response Rates by Role

Role
County Extension Agents Coordinating EMG Programs
Extension Master Gardener

N

Surveys
Completed
(n = 184)

Percent of
Population
Responding

39
350

34
150

87%
43%

Results
Survey responses showed that volunteers and coordinators ranked some horticultural topics and
some training methods as more important than others (Table 2). The highest ranked horticultural
topics were education in vegetable crop selection and care, education in ornamental landscape
plant selection and care, education in pest and disease management, and education in
environmental aspects of soil and water management, respectively. These four topics were
similar in terms of statistical confidence intervals and rated higher than education in turf grass
management and lawn care and education in small fruit selection and care.
Providing training through classroom instruction and hands-on experience was the item rated as
most important among all fourteen areas and was statistically similar to providing training
materials, education in vegetable crops, ornamental landscape plants, and pest and disease
management (Table 2). Providing teaching through classroom and hands-on instruction and
training materials were both rated higher than online training modules and statewide and regional
conferences, which was the lowest rated training method. Some organizational training topics
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were also rated as more important than others. Education in volunteer support and management
was rated higher than education in fundraising and financial management, which was the lowest
rated of all 14 areas surveyed.
Table 2. Overall Rating of Importance or Unimportance of 14 Selected Topics for Future
Master Gardener Programming (n = 184)

Mean

Standard
Deviation

95%
Confidence
Interval (CI)

Training through classroom instruction and
hands-on experience

4.80

0.54

4.72-4.88

Education in vegetable crop selection and care

4.66

0.80

4.54-4.78

Horticultural
topic

Training through Master Gardener training
materials (manuals, handouts)

4.65

0.65

4.56-4.74

Training
method

Education in ornamental landscape plant
selection and care

4.62

0.68

4.52-4.72

Horticultural
topic

Education in pest and disease management

4.62

0.75

4.51-4.73

Horticultural
topic

Education in environmental aspects of soil
and water management

4.57

0.66

4.47-4.67

Horticultural
topic

Education in residential turf grass
management and lawn care

4.21

0.97

4.07-4.35

Horticultural
topic

Training through online training modules and
materials

4.19

0.90

4.06-4.32

Training
method

Education in small fruit selection and care

4.18

0.84

4.06-4.30

Horticultural
topic

Training through statewide and regional
conferences and meetings

4.03

0.96

3.89-4.17

Training
method

Education in volunteer support and
management

3.93

1.06

3.78-4.08

Organizational
topic

Education in teaching skills

3.70

1.11

3.54-3.86

Organizational
topic

Education in organizational management and
leadership

3.64

1.12

3.48-3.80

Organizational
topic

Category
Training
method

Education in fundraising and organizational
Organizational
3.38
1.15
3.21-3.55
financial management
topic
Note: Rated on a five-point scale where 1 = not important, 2 = relatively unimportant, 3 = neutral, 4 =
moderately important, and 5 = highly important.

Between the two groups, the average rating of five of six horticultural topics was statistically
higher for coordinators than for volunteers. Turfgrass and small fruit were the topics with the
largest difference in average rating between the two groups. Coordinators rated turfgrass at 4.65
and small fruit at 4.56 while volunteers rated them 4.11 and 4.13, respectively. Ornamental
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landscape plant, vegetable crop, and pest and disease management were rated 4.64, 4.67, and
4.64 by volunteers and 4.79, 4.85, and 4.88 by coordinators. Environmental soil and water
management was the only horticultural topic rated higher by volunteers at 4.65 than coordinators
at 4.44.
Coordinators rated three of the four organizational training topics higher than volunteers. The
only topic that was rated similarly by the two groups was fundraising and organizational
financial management. The importance of all four training methods was rated statistically
similarly by volunteers and coordinators.
Within the group of EMG volunteers, the averages of horticultural topics and training methods
were similar, while within the coordinator group, horticultural education topics were rated higher
on average than training method (Table 3). Within both the volunteer and coordinator groups,
organizational education topics had the lowest average rating.
Table 3. Overall Rating of Importance or Unimportance of Selected Topics and Methods for
Future Master Gardener Programming by EMG Volunteers1 and County Agent Coordinators1
EMG Volunteer Mean
(n = 123)

Category

2

County Extension Agents
Coordinating EMG Program
Mean2 (n = 34)

Horticultural topics

4.47

4.70

Organizational topics

3.62

4.22

Training methods

4.46

4.45

1

For respondents who self-identified as volunteers or coordinating agents
Rated on a five-point scale where 1 = not important, 2 = relatively unimportant, 3 = neutral, 4 =
moderately important, and 5 = highly important.
2

Discussion and Future Directions
This survey provided useful findings to aid in current and future TEMG educational program and
material planning. While volunteers and coordinators rated organizational areas of training as
being needed, horticultural areas of training were consistently rated higher in importance. It
revealed alignment in some key priorities in educational programming for TEMG, while
revealing some areas that should receive additional investigation. Previous studies have reported
that volunteers are drawn to the EMG program to gain horticultural information (Rohs &
Westerfield, 1996; Schrock et al., 2000), and these trends are confirmed here. However, it is
clear that some content is ranked as more important than others. Vegetable production,
ornamental crop selection and management, and pest and disease management are rated as highly
important by all involved in the TEMG program. In the near future, planning efforts will

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Volume 5, Number 3, 2017

Full Issue, Volume 5, Number 3

152

Assessing Tennessee Extension Master Gardener Program

150

purposefully be directed toward these three areas as coordinating agents and specialists in
Tennessee Extension collaborate on program and materials development.
Some areas of potential divergence between the coordinator and volunteer respondents were in
the rating of turfgrass management, small fruit, and environmental soil and water management.
Currently, turfgrass and its relative desirability and sustainability in the home landscape is a
topic of debate, and these results suggest that more detailed questions may be needed to
understand why volunteers and coordinators responded in this manner. Volunteers may value
turfgrass within the context of personal preferences or landscaping trends, while agents may
value turfgrass information differently because of the portion of their residential client questions
in this area. Likewise, small fruit education may be perceived as less needed by volunteers
because of their own interests or those in their horticultural circles, while coordinators see more
need from their wider frame of reference. The topic of environmental aspects of soil and water
management is one that likely deserves more investigation. It may be that volunteers responded
because of their views on the topic itself or the sense that they should rate this topic highly, while
coordinators responded in terms of specific local programming needs. It may be that these
stewardship topics require a better integration with other horticultural training rather than being
discussed as a separate area of instruction.
Additionally, implementation of these results should take into account the fact that horticultural
topics will generally be rated higher by those involved because this area of interest led them to
the Extension Master Gardener program. Just because organizational topics are rated as least
important does not mean they should never be addressed. For instance, anecdotal evidence by
the author in working with volunteers and coordinators suggests that though rated the lowest of
all 14 areas in the survey, financial management questions are one of the most frequent and
potentially programmatically disruptive for both volunteers and coordinators. So, even while
devoting training and personnel resources to the highest areas of educational need to maximize
outreach, some effort must be reserved for training that allows the local TEMG groups to be able
to function smoothly and effectively to carry out education and outreach over the long term.
Future efforts within the program may investigate the implementation of these organizational
training topics to reach specific volunteers who need such training rather than the entire
volunteer base of the program.
Though volunteers and coordinators were consistent in their ranking of training methods,
perspectives on effectiveness of teaching tools may change. Online training has been reported in
other states (Langellotto-Rhodaback, 2010) to retain volunteers in a similar number as in-person.
Therefore, these training tools will need to be considered in the Tennessee program as a tool for
expanding audiences in the future. Likewise, the high importance placed on the training manual
in this survey will need to be balanced with potential alternative delivery methods and digital
tools to augment foundational print resources (Moore & Bradley, 2015).
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This survey provided information that can immediately aid planning efforts as well as
information that suggests a deeper investigation of needs and issues is required. We intend to
use these results to strengthen our current program but also provide insight into what questions
remain about how the TEMG program, including how volunteers, county coordinator agents, and
state and area specialists, can best prepare for future content and program needs. Differences in
some volunteer and coordinator responses in this survey suggest areas of investigation that may
be of interest to other state Extension Master Gardener programs.
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A Book Review of The 4-H Harvest:
Sexuality and the State in Rural America
Jeremy Elliott-Engel
Virginia Tech
Gabriel Rosenberg’ book is a critical perspective of Extension and 4-H club work
in the United States and the export of 4-H abroad. A retrospective of early 4-H
and Extension domestic history, it highlights the social, cultural, political, and
economic implications of 4-H implementation in rural America. An examination
of 4-H’s role in creating gender, race, and sexuality norms in society today is
conducted. Stories and history are told with rich detail providing extensive
information to foster critical conversations about where 4-H has come from and
where 4-H should be going. Extension professionals should read this book to
understand the current domestic and international implementation context.
Gabriel Rosenberg’s book, The 4-H Harvest (2015), is the first of its kind: an in-depth review of
4-H and Extension, which is an institution that has had a significant impact on rural America,
and America as a whole. It is a critical perspective of 4-H and Extension and is a must read for
all 4-H program staff because Rosenberg delves into the cultural, political and economic history
of 4-H and Extension.
The reader will likely first read the book as a skeptic as he or she is challenged to find criticism
in 4-H’s founding purpose, implementation, and export. Then readers will likely find themselves
in awe of the 4-H organization’s effectiveness to create change and the many impacts that it has
had on rural America. This book is both a powerful message and a cautionary tale of the widereaching large-scale social influence that 4-H and Extension bring to bear on youth and families.
Rosenberg relays the sociological and political context of 4-H club work to a broader audience of
sociologists and historians. The reader is asked to take a critical perspective, which is a way of
viewing information that involves asking questions about the rationale and legitimacy of the
presented argument and to have an openness that helps remove previously held biases.
Rosenberg writes with this critical perspective and finds limitations and shortcomings in the 4-H
and Extension programs and provides thought-provoking evidence that speaks volumes to past
and current 4-H and Extension programs.
The book not only shares a historical view of 4-H and how the program was started, utilizing
first-person accounts of people like Mann, Knapp, and Bailey, but Rosenberg also compiled
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other artifacts, like club newsletters, newspaper clippings, and county fair bulletins to illuminate
the story. The history is much richer and more powerful than the common origin story of Corn
and Canning Clubs. Rosenberg fills in the details about how and why those clubs started.
Extension staff in all program areas will be enthralled with early history about the formations of
Extension Councils, Farm Bureau, Farmer’s Cooperatives, and the relationship between 4-H,
Extension, and the organization of early 20th Century rural civic life, and how that history is still
integral to current relationships and partners. Rosenberg’s history of Extension and 4-H is an
opportunity for Extension professionals to reflect on the role of Extension in the past and to
vision into the future.
First-person accounts and historical artifacts tell the story of 4-H implementation, at home and
abroad, throughout the decades. Many of these stories will be familiar to 4-H and Extension
staff, but many more may have been left behind or possibly hidden. Some stories, like the
simplified retelling of Corn Clubs and Canning Clubs, are ones that Extension professionals use
to highlight historical beginnings. However, other anecdotes, like the one about counties in the
North during the Jim Crow-era not serving Black youth, are forgotten but still resonate in today’s
programming efforts. Rosenberg also discusses the role of 4-H in supporting the development of
normative gender roles, emphasizing standard beauty characteristics, changing rural sexual
norms, expanding the corporate agriculture system, and not supporting African American access
to the same opportunities as white populations. Rosenberg uses his critical perspective to
challenge the reader’s concepts of who and what was benefiting as youth were and continue to be
organized by 4-H and Extension programming. These influences and beneficiaries included the
government, the business community, and parents at different times throughout 4-H’s history.
Through his critical perspective, Rosenberg examines the closeness of the federal government’s
efforts to make social change in rural America. The United States Department of Agriculture
used 4-H and Extension efforts for community and societal change. The adoption of improved
agricultural and agribusiness practices is widely attributed to 4-H and Extension. However, the
reader is asked to examine the role of the 4-H organization in the efforts of the eugenics
movement at the turn of the 20th century, the cultural assertion of whiteness, and the promotion
of the ideal white heterosexual youth to populate rural America, while also promoting ideal
gender roles. Rosenberg drew the connection that beauty pageants, Personal Appearance
contests, and other personal competency contests promoted through 4-H were an outcropping of
the competitions used to assess corn or canning produce to define advantageous characteristics in
the inhabitants of rural America. In addition to the exploration of 4-H’s role in promoting the
image of ideal youth, the connection that 4-H has to the defining of stereotypical gender roles
was examined. 4-H and Extension programming had a role in how youth viewed themselves
because of this participation; the question the reader is left asking is, “Was this an intentional
social reconstruction movement, or was it outcomes of a nonformal education organization that
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reflected the societal pressures of the time?” Many stories and history are provided to spark
critical conversation, analysis, and reflection.
The book leaves the domestic 4-H program in the 1970s and switches to focus on international 4H projects in the Cold War era and today. Rosenberg tells about the State Department and CIA’s
use of 4-H club work in Latin America as a political tool in an effort to change the hearts and
minds of youth into Capitalists and a force against Communism. This use by the United States
government to change international rural youth into U.S. allies and consumers of American
products should leave the international 4-H professional questioning whether 4-H can and should
be exported and used for social change. Rosenberg provides an opportunity for the reader to ask
his or her own questions about who benefits and the objectives of the current wave of 4-H
program expansion around the globe: “Is it to improve agriculture production or is it for societal
restructuring?” All international 4-H practitioners should be asking, “Who is the 4-H model
designed to help? To what ends is the model expansion supporting?”
Unfortunately, Rosenberg does not bring the story of the 4-H program all the way to the modern
context in the United States. He leaves the reader half-way in the 4-H story. As a reader, I was
left wondering, “Was 4-H implementation changing society or reflecting society? Can or should
it be used to shift society, or does it only reflect society as a whole?” Not finishing the history
prevents Rosenberg from being able to offer a definitive answer to whether the first 4-H
implementers only wanted to improve agricultural productivity or intentionally trying to change
American society. The answer is likely that they were trying to change society, just as 4-H
professionals today try to provide young people positive holistic opportunities. However,
whether or not 4-H was an intentional plan for wide-scale societal re-engineering, 4-H’s impact
makes it imperative to examine the desired ends of current Extension and 4-H efforts.
The quote by Spanish philosopher George Santayana (2014), “Those who cannot remember the
past are condemned to repeat it” is the greatest argument for 4-H professionals to read this book.
For the 4-H professional, this book provides a broad and well-researched historical context that
highlights the effectiveness and strength in the 4-H organization to create change in
communities. Rosenberg, however, leaves the reader questioning how the power of 4-H youth
development should be used, while still recognizing its importance in developing rural America
and the America that we know today.
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